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Lent Sunday 5B       17th/18th March, 2018 
 

Seeing Jesus 
 

‘Among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks.  These 
approached Philip and put this request to him, “Sir, we should like to see Jesus.”’ 
 
I suppose for most of us the first time we saw Jesus was in the pages of a 
children’s book of bible stories or in a simple children’s missal.  My 
recollection of those images is of a smiling, bearded young man who was 
kind to children and gentle in manner. But this image, beloved of Victorian 
artists, of Jesus sitting among the sheep on a Galilean hillside with children 
on his knee and bunny rabbits at his feet, does not say everything there is to 
say about Jesus. To have seen Jesus in this way is to have seen very little of 
the real Jesus. We remember that a few Sundays ago he was getting very 
angry and whipping the buyers and sellers out of the Temple. This is not the 
‘gentle Jesus meek and mild’ of our childhood images. 
 
Of course, it is very difficult to show the whole Jesus in a portrait. Down 
the ages artists have depicted Jesus in every possible way and as a man of 
every conceivable race and nation and, I suppose, each of those images show 
some aspect or another of Jesus’ person or character. For many decades 
early Christian artists simply didn’t paint images of Jesus. They represented 
him by a symbol - a fish, an alpha or an omega, the first and last letters of 
the Greek alphabet, or by the letters chi and rho, the first two letters of the 
name ‘Christ’ in Greek. The artists just felt that Jesus was too holy and 
mysterious to represent and that any human image of him would limit him 
too much. 
 
Even the earliest portrait of Jesus was not exactly meant to show him as 
such. It was an early wall painting of a young man carrying a lamb across 
his shoulders to represent the Good Shepherd. One of the problems of trying 
to portray Jesus was that if you drew him as a man, how did you also show 
his divinity?  The early artists of a church in Ravenna in Italy got round the 
problem by painting Jesus as God in scenes from his life down one side of 
the church, and showing him as a man down the other. They kept his 
humanity and divinity separate. In the paintings where he was shown as 
God, he was clean shaven with an impassive face as if totally unfazed by 
anything around him, completely in control of the situation. The images of 
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Jesus a man showed him in a completely different light. He was clothed in 
exactly the same way, but had a beard and his face was full of human 
emotion - compassion, pity, love, as well as pain and fear in scenes which 
pictured the last days of his life. 
 
The image Jesus gives the Greeks in the Gospel today is that of him fearful, 
troubled, suffering and about to face death. We are approaching those days 
now when we will have a similar picture of Jesus before our eyes, the image 
of a Jesus who suffers, scourged and crowned with thorns, with blood 
streaming down his body as he hangs dying on the cross. It is important for 
us to gaze on this image of Christ for two reasons.  Firstly, because it speaks 
to us of the infinite love of our God who stopped at nothing to reconcile us 
to himself and open for us the life of heavenly fulfilment even if it meant 
sacrificing his own Son on the cross. As last Sunday’s Gospel told us: “God 
loved the world so much that he gave his only Son so that everyone who 
believes in him may not be lost but may have sternal life.” 
 
Secondly, this image of Christ suffering on the cross is important for us 
because it reminds us that Jesus has been with us down into the deepest 
depths of human suffering. Any pain or hurt, cruelty or torture we have 
suffered, Jesus has known it and is with us in it.  As one German theologian 
put it, writing after the Second World War: “To those returning from the 
horrors of the concentration camps with the wounds and scars of war still 
fresh, a Jesus who did not speak from a bleeding, dying, tortured body on a 
cross, would have had nothing to say to them” (Jurgen Moltmann, The 
Crucified God). 
 
The great religious teachers tell us that it is through the humanity of Jesus 
that we are led to his divinity and, thus, to God. If the Jesus we see before 
our eyes is the Jesus broken and bleeding on the cross, the Jesus utterly spent 
being laid in the tomb, then when we are going through our own scourgings, 
our own crucifixions and our own bereavements in life, that is when we will 
see Jesus for who he really is - one like us in suffering but who carries in his 
person the means of our rising above our troubles by meeting God in his 
person. In Jesus we see that every dying carries the seeds of a resurrection 
to new hope and new life, just as when a grain of wheat is buried in the 
ground. For a while it is lifeless but then it springs to new life and yields a 
rich harvest.  By dying to ourselves through our lenten acts of piety, penance 
and self-denial we rise to new life in Christ whose presence within us begins 
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to germinate, shoot, blossom and bear fruit. When this happens we will 
begin to see Jesus every day in one another. 
 
 


