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Sermon for March 21, 2021—“It’s That Simple” 
Fifth Sunday in Lent Year B—Text: Jeremiah 31:31-34; John 12:20-33 

In our gospel reading, Jesus speaks about his death. He did it fairly often. For our part, 

we’ve read about it before, all of the various accounts, many times before. Most of us, I’d 

imagine, could tell the story pretty much by heart.  But I wonder: Do we really appreciate 

Jesus’ death and understand what it means for us? Do we comprehend the price that was 

paid for our salvation? 

Today, I’d like to tell you a story. It’s a story, that’s been told and retold over the years.1 
It’s the story of John Griffiths and first appeared in the Michigan Baptist bulletin in 1967 

and is—by all accounts—a true story. It was made into a film in the Czech Republic in 

2003 entitled “Most,” (which is Czech for “The Bridge”) and was nominated for an 

Academy Award for best short film that same year. I’m pretty sure I’ve shown it here 

before. I may have even referenced it before, but it’s a great story and it helps us 

understand the even greater story. 

The time was the roaring twenties. The place was Oklahoma. John Griffith was in his 

early 20’s, newly married, full of optimism. Along with a lovely wife, he’d been blessed 

with a beautiful blue-eyed baby boy.  

John wanted to be a traveler. He imagined what it’d be like to visit faraway places with 

strange sounding names. He’d read about them and research them. His hopes and dreams 

were so vivid, that at times they seemed quite real. But then came the Depression in 

1929. As the economy shattered so did John’s dreams. Brokenhearted—like so many 

others—he packed up his few possessions and he, with his wife and son, headed east. 

They made their way toward Missouri to the Mississippi River. It was there that John 

found a job tending a railroad bridge, that spanned the massive river. Day after day, John 

would sit in a control room and direct the enormous gears of that immense bridge. He 

would look out wistfully as long, bulky barges and splendid ships glided gracefully under 

his elevated bridge.  

Once they’d passed, he would lower the massive structure and stare thoughtfully into the 

distance. The great trains roared by and became little more than specks on the horizon. 

Each day he looked on sadly, as they carried with them, his shattered dreams of visiting 

far-off places and exotic destinations. It wasn't until 1937, that a new dream began to be 

born in his heart. His son Greg was now eight years old and John had begun to catch a 

vision for a new life, a life in which Greg would work shoulder-to-shoulder with him. A 

life of intimate fellowship and friendship.   

The first day of this new life dawned and brought with it new hope and fresh purpose.  

Excitedly father and son packed their lunches and headed off toward the immense bridge. 

The little boy looked on with wide-eyed amazement as his dad pressed down the huge 

lever that raised and lowered the vast bridge. As he watched, he thought his father was 

the greatest man alive. He marveled that his father could single-handedly control the 

movements of such an astonishing structure. 

 

 
1 https://www.equip.org/hank_speaks_out/john-griffith-the-bridge-operator/ 
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Before they knew it—noontime had arrived. John had just elevated the bridge and 

allowed some scheduled ships to pass through. Then, taking Greg by the hand, they 

headed off for lunch. Hand in hand, they inched their way down a narrow catwalk. It led 

out onto an observation deck that projected some fifty feet over the majestic Mississippi. 

There they sat and watched spellbound as the ships passed by below.   

As they ate, John told stories about the marvelous destinations of the ships that glided 

below. Greg hung on every word. Suddenly, they were jolted back to reality by the 

piercing whistle of a distant train. Looking at his watch in disbelief, John saw that the 

bridge was still raised and that the Memphis Express would be by in just minutes. 

Not wanting to alarm his son, he suppressed his panic. In the calmest tone he could 

muster, he instructed his son to stay put. Leaping to his feet, he leapt onto the catwalk and 

ran to the steel ladder leading into the control house. Once in, he searched the river to 

make sure no ships in sight. Then—as he’d been trained to do—he looked beneath the 

bridge to make certain nothing was below. As he did, he saw something horrifying, 

freezing his heart in his chest. What he saw was his beloved son. 

Apparently he’d tried to follow his Dad, but had fallen off the catwalk and was now 

wedged between the teeth of two main cogs. Although he appeared to be conscious, John 

could see that Greg’s leg had begun to bleed profusely. He yelled to his son, but between 

the noise of the clearing ship and the on-coming train, it was impossible for the boy to 

hear him. 

Immediately—John realized his horrible dilemma. If he took the time to rescue his son, 

the train would crash, killing the 400 some passengers aboard. But if he closed the bridge, 

the boy we be crushed in the gears. In that instant, John knew that lowering the bridge 

meant killing his son. 

Panicked—he frantically searched for alternatives. None would work he realized, there 

simply was no time. There was nothing he could do. This was his son—his pride and joy. 

He could see his wife’s face. This was their only child. This was their beloved son. He 

knew there was only one thing he could do. And so, with tears blurring his vision, he 

pulled the lever down. The cries of his son were quickly drowned out by the relentless 

sound of the bridge as it ground into position. With only seconds to spare, the Memphis 

Express, with its full complement of passengers, roared across the mighty bridge. 

John Griffith lifted his tear stained face. He looked into the windows of the passing train, 

catching glimpses of the passengers. A businessman reading a newspaper. A conductor 

glancing at his vest pocket watch. Ladies sipping tea in the dining car. A small boy, 

looking strangely like his own son, pushing a long thin spoon, into a dish of ice-cream. 

The passengers seemed to be engaged in idle conversation or careless laughter. 

None looked his way—not one. No one cast a glance at the giant gearbox, wherein lie the 

mangled remains of his hopes and dreams. In anguish, he pounded the control room 

window crying out, “What’s the matter with you people? Don’t you care? Don’t you 

know what’s happened? Don’t you know I’ve sacrificed my son for you? What’s wrong 

with you?” No one answered. No one heard. No one looked. Not one seemed to care. And 

then the train was gone, disappearing over the horizon. 

This is a powerful story and if you’ve seen the film you know what I mean. 
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But as powerful as it is—and it is, no matter how well an analogy it is, it’s only a faint 

glimpse—a distant echo—of the story of the death of Jesus; the story of what God the 

Father did for us, of what Jesus did for us in offering his life for ours. 

Unlike the Memphis Express that caught John Griffith by surprise, what God did was part 

of a plan rooted in his great love for us. It was his intention from the beginning. In his 

first letter, Peter wrote: “He was destined before the foundation of the world, but was 

revealed at the end of the ages for our sake.” Unlike Greg’s death—Jesus’ wasn’t 

accidental. He willingly—purposefully—gave his life for us. As Jesus said in our gospel 

reading, “Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say, ‘Father, save me from this 

hour?’ No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.”  

The suffering and the death of Jesus had a purpose—it still does and those with the 

courage enough to come to grips with their own sin; those willing to set their sight on the 

cross; those who faithfully surrender their own suffering and pain; those who—at least on 

some level—get it; those who believe and honor what God has done, they are blessed 

indeed. 

In last week’s reading, we heard Jesus’ words to Nicodemus,  

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, so that all who believe in him 

may not perish, but may have eternal life. Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” 

Today we heard Jesus say, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 

remains but a single grain. But if it dies—it bears much fruit.” We hear these words, yes. 

We struggle to comprehend the scope, the  dimensions, the scale of God’s love; the 

depths, breadths, and heights of that love; the lengths to which God has gone in the name 

of that love. We do so because it is almost beyond our comprehension. But it is there, 

nevertheless. Ours for the asking. Ours for the believing. Charles Wesley put it this way: 

Amazing love! How can it be, that Thou, my God, shouldst die for me? 

Brothers and sisters, here’s the thing and in many ways—it’s actually quite simple: Christ 

died for us. He did it so we might live. 

Get it? Got it? Good! 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 


