Lent 5 Walkhampton 9th March 2008
By my reckoning any reading of the story of Lazarus must take seriously our own experience of death. It may be the death of a husband, wife, child, parent or other relative or a friend but I would guess that there is no one here this morning who has not been touched by the death of someone close to them or you may be facing the reality that there are only two certainties in life: death and taxes. It is inescapable therefore that when we read the story of Lazarus, through our own experience of death and suffering, it is right to ask, in our pain and uncertainty, “why did he get his life back whereas the person I loved did not?”

We can maybe look at the fact that it is Jesus himself who was there in the flesh who performs this miracle, whereas, for us, we do not have Jesus with us in the flesh. Or we can think about the reason why this story finds its way into John’s Gospel in the first place and wonder whether that holds the clue for us. But somehow a number of questions remain as to why it worked then but, even when we pray fervently now, it doesn’t seem to happen for us.

It remains a mystery that we all face death and some commentators have suggested that even Lazarus must have wondered why he was brought back to life again so that he could face death once more. Jesus, in his compassion for Mary and Martha, as well as his own love for Lazarus, was moved to tears on hearing the news of the death of his friend. His action in bringing Lazarus back to life clearly prefigures the resurrection itself and John tells us that Jesus instructs his disciples on the subject.

Yet we may still be left with the sense of unease that our loved ones have died. What have we to say as Christians in this situation? What is our hope? What is our expectation?

It is the cornerstone of our belief that Jesus died and he rose again from death. How that was achieved and in what form the resurrection happened remains a mystery to us all. We know Jesus in his resurrection body was not instantaneously recognisable to Mary at the Tomb or to those disciples on the Emmaus Road. There was something different about him that meant he was not as he was before. 

We know that his post-resurrection appearances to his disciples were experiences where he made himself known in the breaking of bread. We know that they were so convinced that they risked all for him, even their lives as the early church spread throughout Jerusalem, Judaea and then the ends of the world.
So in reading the story of Lazarus we are confronted with the central issue of our faith – the resurrection of Christ from death. Lazarus points us to that, and John invites us to draw the conclusion that Jesus is the resurrection and the life. I can’t prove that to you with stunning arguments or rhetoric that will convince you or by amusing asides interleafed into my sermon or anecdotes that may bring a smile to your face.

Being a Christian is about making choices based on the evidence we have. That will take you so far but then it is about launching off in faith and saying to God – “I’m not sure because I have loved ones who I have prayed for who have not escaped death”. In that sense, we have not experienced a Lazarus experience ourselves but yet I believe that as we approach Easter, and we are reminded of the agony of the cross, we also look to the joy of the resurrection.
When our loved ones die, we commit them to the loving mercy of God and in doing that we can look at the reaction of Jesus to the death of his friend Lazarus and see compassion and love pouring out. We can therefore be clear about what Christ thinks of death. Death is the final enemy and we do well to know our enemy but we also do well to remind ourselves of the weapons we have in our armoury of faith: the chief of which is our belief in the life, death and resurrection of Christ and the promises he made to us.

In a sense, every day that we wake up is a new resurrection experience for each of us, another opportunity to live for Christ, another day where we can count our blessings. So many other things so often crowd in that we forget this bigger picture but we have the opportunity this week to once again live the resurrection by being the hands, eyes and ears of Christ in this community. We need to steel ourselves to encounter the final enemy in the stories we hear, the people we meet along the way, and in the quiet moments of doubt and reflection that come to each of us. Then we need to look at all we know about Christ, his promises to us and know that Christ wept over the death of his friend and by his own death and resurrection gave us the resurrection hope by which we all live and move and have our being.
