
	   1	  

Sermon               Sunday 6 April 2014 
 
 
Lessons Ezekiel 37: 1 – 14 Romans 8: 6 – 11  St John 11: 17 – 45 
 

 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
May we be alive to Your Spirit within us, around us and among us.   May we know 
the stillness and inner emptiness that leads to spiritual awareness and peace.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 
Lazarus was raised from the dead.   Clement of Alexandria described the 

Fourth Gospel as ‘the spiritual gospel’.   Penned by the Beloved Disciple, 

the disciple whom Jesus loved especially, John of Love leads us through 

an extended meditation.   John’s Gospel stands apart from the others in its 

depth, height and reach of thought.   Like the stories of Nicodemus, the 

woman at the well and the man born blind, the dialogue in the story of 

Lazarus is deliberately artificial and awkward.   In this carefully crafted 

narrative, the unknown author deploys this literary device in order to 

articulate the true nature of faith.    

 

Lazarus lived in Bethany with his two sisters, Martha and Mary.   Jesus 

was sent word that Lazarus was sick but He did not arrive in the village 

until four days after Lazarus’ death.   Bethany was about two miles from 

Jerusalem.   Friends and family, mourners from all around, had gathered 

at the home to offer comfort for the bereaved sisters.   As Jesus 
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approached the village, Martha ran out to meet with Him.   Here we get 

the first awkward exchange.   Martha said, ‘Lord, if You had been here, 

my brother would not have died.   But even now I know whatever You 

ask of God, God will give You.’   Jesus replied, ‘Your brother will rise 

again.’   In a formulaic manner, Martha said, ‘I know that he will rise 

again in the resurrection on the last day.’   Next to the Resurrection 

narrative of Jesus, the story of the raising of Lazarus is the most 

important story told by John of Love.   The crucial sentence in John of 

Love’s meditation is spoken by Jesus:  ‘I am the resurrection and the life.   

Those who believe in Me, though they may die, shall live.   And whoever 

lives and believes in Me shall never die.   Do you believe this?’ 

 

Martha brings Mary to Jesus and, moved by her weeping and the weeping 

of the crowd, Jesus goes to the tomb, the cave, where Lazarus is buried.   

Jesus wept.   He said, ‘Take away the stone.’   In the wonderfully 

expressive language of the King James Version, Jesus is warned by 

Martha that, having lain four days in the tomb, ‘he stinketh.’   The 

pungent, choking odour in this story brings to the fore the brutal and 

seemingly irreversible reality of death.   Jesus said, ‘Lazarus, come 

forth!’   Again, the artificiality of the narrative is obvious.    We read, ‘He 

who had died came out bound hand and foot with grave clothes, and his 

face was wrapped in a cloth.   Jesus said to them, ‘Loose him, and let him 
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go.’   Bound hand and foot and completely blindfolded, how did he 

‘Come forth’?    

 

The literal reading of Scripture combined with biblical inerrancy are 

Protestant diseases.   They offer reasonable objections to Christianity and 

expose the faith to ridicule.   Do we want to try to persuade people that 

Moses parted the Red Sea, like Charleton Heston, or that Jesus walked on 

water and brought a corpse back to life?   In the early nineteenth century, 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein or The Modern Prometheus told the story of 

flesh being brought to life by the creative energy of electricity.   Read 

literally, the story of Lazarus is perhaps little more than Dr 

Frankenstein’s creation.   In fact, the meditations in the Fourth Gospel are 

a world away from Shelley’s fiction.   A body coming forth out of a cave 

would have been a horror to the Jews.   The spiritual meditations spring 

from the inner life, the soul, of the Beloved Disciple.   At the Last 

Supper, John of Love laid his head on the breast of Jesus.   In the Celtic 

tradition, it is said that he heard the heartbeat of God.   There is an 

immediacy and intimacy in John’s Gospel we find nowhere else.   A faith 

narrative, what does the story of Lazarus mean? 

 

There is a precursor to this narrative.   In the Old Testament, in the Book 

of Ezekiel, writing at the lowest moment of the exile, the prophet has an 
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ecstatic vision of a valley of strewn with dry, sun-scorched bones.   In the 

vision, God tells the prophet to speak to the bones.   In the name of 

Yahweh, Ezekiel says, ‘Surely I will cause breath to enter into you, and 

you shall live.’   As the prophet looks, sinews and flesh appear on the 

bones and, having given them mortal life, in the name of God, Ezekiel 

says, ‘I will put My Spirit in you, and you shall live…’  As in the creation 

of Adam, God first creates the flesh of humanity from the dust of the 

earth and then God breathes His Spirit into Adam, giving him life.   It is 

the Spirit of God, the winds of God, the breath of God which give 

humanity life, raising us  higher than matter and mere existence.   Used 

by Jews and Christians to support their beliefs in the resurrection, the 

story of the dry bones is a precursor to the raising of Lazarus from the 

dead.    

 

Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.   Those who believe in Me, 

though they may die, shall live.   And whoever lives and believes in Me 

shall never die.’   These words are intended for meditation; in silent, 

reflective prayer, they are to be ingested. At its best, prayer is about 

intimacy, the entwining of our soul with the soul of Christ. The inner 

recitation of the words of Jesus, ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, 

become words of transformation, which we feel.   The words of Scripture 

are experienced in a truly personal way.   For John of Love, resurrection 
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is not so much a one-off event but as a state of being.   It is to be tasted 

now in the present moment.   In Greek, there are two words for life:  bios 

and zōē.   Bios is the outward manifestation of life, while zōē is the 

inward, mystical life of the spirit.   Being infused with zōē is a prelude to 

participation in eternal life.    

 

Following his wife’s death to cancer, the writer Christopher Rush sought 

solace in the sanctuary of a monastery.   He discovered the gift and 

blessing of time, of the present moment.   Rush writes: 

 
 We’re always running away blindly from the only time that does 
 properly belong to us:  the present.   But the present is never the  
 end we have in mind, with the result that we never actually live but 
 simply hope to live, dream about life…..When a man is forever 
 planning how to be happy, it stands to reason that he will never  
 actually be so.   Take my advice, my friend, be happy:  live your  
 life now, not tomorrow. 
 
For John of Love, death is not merely the dissolution of the body but a 

state of being.   For John, we are either moving towards spiritual life or 

spiritual death.   In Jesus’ words, John conjoins the resurrection, that state 

of being, that state of mind, with zōē, the inward, mystical life of the 

spirit.   If, as Rush suggests, we stop hoping and dreaming about life in 

the future, the present moment may become for us a sacrament.   The 

masters of mystics, Meister Eckhart, says, ‘Today is eternity.’   We can 

taste eternity now.   Similarly, Pope Benedict says ‘eternal life’ is not life 
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after death, in contrast to this present transient life.   Eternal life, he says, 

is what it is to live:  once we seize it or are seized by it, there is no death. 

 

Jesus said, ‘Those who believe in Me, though they may die, shall live.’   

In Me means those in whom I live.   Embraced in the ineffable reality of 

Christ, there is no death.   Though we may die physically, there is no 

spiritual death.   In using the word believe, John of Love does not mean 

an intellectual assent to a creed, but rather a ‘transference’ of Christ, a 

union, a closeness and careful listening for the heartbeat of God.   In the 

familiar words of the poet-priest, John Donne, we glimpse the nature of 

the spiritual life:  ‘Take me to you, imprison me, for I, Except you 

enthrall me, never shall be free, Nor ever chaste except you ravish me.’   

In his Letter to the Romans, St Paul says the Spirit within us gives life 

and peace.   Followers of Christ are called to be spiritually minded, not 

filled with worldly dreams.   The philosopher, Schopenhauer, said, ‘It is 

difficult to find happiness in oneself but it is impossible to find it in 

anyone else.’   John of Love points us to the life and peace he found in 

Christ within him and nowhere else. 

 

Entering the story meditatively, Lazarus is not to be thought of as a figure 

in history but rather as you and me.   The spiritual writer, Jean Vanier, 

tentatively suggests that Lazarus has what we would describe as a 
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learning disability.   Vanier says that Lazarus never speaks and that, 

though a fiercely patriarchal society, the house in Bethany in which they 

live is always referred to as the home of Martha and Mary.   Could it be 

that they were his carers?   True or not, it is helpful to see the brokenness 

of his humanity.   We are all broken and struggle in different ways.   All 

of us are in need of resurrection, of the life and peace that only the Spirit 

can give.   All of us need to die to this world.   It is not until the ego is 

broken that we can begin to be free to live life in the Spirit.   The 

Franciscan, Richard Rohr, says, ‘Religion is largely populated by people 

afraid of hell; spirituality begins to make sense to those who have been 

through hell – that is, who have drunk deeply of life’s difficulties.’   The 

paschal mystery is the process of dying, loss and inner pain followed by 

renewal, resurrection and life.    

 

Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.   Those who believe in Me, 

though they may die, shall live.   And whoever lives and believes in Me 

shall never die.   Do you believe this?’    

 

Amen. 
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