10th April 2011-04-17

Truth, Trust and Family
Readings:

Ezekiel 37:1-14
The hand of the LORD was upon me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the LORD and set me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. He asked me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" I said, "O Sovereign LORD, you alone know." Then he said to me, "Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 'Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that I am the LORD.'" So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to it, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live.'" So I prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast army. Then he said to me: "Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 'Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.' Therefore prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the LORD.'" 

John 11:1-45

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 
This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. 
So the sisters sent word to Jesus, "Lord, the one you love is sick." 
When he heard this, Jesus said, "This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God's glory so that God's Son may be glorified through it." 
Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days. Then he said to his disciples, "Let us go back to Judea." 
"But Rabbi," they said, "a short while ago the Jews tried to stone you, and yet you are going back there?" 
Jesus answered, "Are there not twelve hours of daylight? A man who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by this world's light. It is when he walks by night that he stumbles, for he has no light." 
After he had said this, he went on to tell them, "Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going there to wake him up." 
His disciples replied, "Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better." Jesus had been speaking of his death, but his disciples thought he meant natural sleep. 
So then he told them plainly, "Lazarus is dead, and for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him." 
Then Thomas (called Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, "Let us also go, that we may die with him." 
On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. Bethany was less than two miles from Jerusalem, and many Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home. 
"Lord," Martha said to Jesus, "if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask." 
Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." 
Martha answered, "I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day." 
Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?" 
"Yes, Lord," she told him, "I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world." And after she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary aside. "The Teacher is here," she said, "and is asking for you." 
When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was going to the tomb to mourn there. When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died." When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 
"Where have you laid him?" he asked. 
"Come and see, Lord," they replied. 
Jesus wept. 
Then the Jews said, "See how he loved him!" But some of them said, "Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?" Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone laid across the entrance. "Take away the stone," he said. 
"But, Lord," said Martha, the sister of the dead man, "by this time there is a bad odour, for he has been there four days." 
Then Jesus said, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?" 
So they took away the stone. Then Jesus looked up and said, 
"Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me." When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!" 
The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. Jesus said to them, "Take off the grave clothes and let him go." Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him. 

Sermon
Little Jim is reading the story of Lazarus in the family’s King James Bible: 

‘Mum, why doesn’t the bible say anything about the other people that Jesus raised from the dead with Lazarus?’

Mum replies: ‘Oh dear, now where did you get the idea that there were other people? It was only Lazarus’.

Jim responds: ‘But, the Bible says that were at least four people.’

Dad, patiently, asks: ‘Now where did you see that?’ 

Jim, triumphantly pointing to John 11:43 declares: ‘Cause it says here that when Jesus had finished praying, 

‘he cried with a loud voice, Lazarus come fourth (forth)!’

Little Jim wasn’t totally off the mark when he thought that others came from the grave with Lazarus.

It’s just that he got the wrong grave.

It’s the resurrection of Jesus, 

his triumph over death,  

that brings resurrection and eternal life to all who will trust in the truth.

I spoke a couple of weeks ago about the importance of getting to grips with truth. 
About how being honest with ourselves enables us to be honest with Jesus, 
about how seeing ourselves properly helps us to see him properly.

The week before that I spoke about trust, about how our trust of God should be like the trust of little children.  

Last week Katharine spoke about the place of that trust in families.  
About having Jesus as the foundation for family life.
Today, we are going to see how all those things come together in our readings. Trust, truth and family as our theme. 

But before I say much more I’d like your help.

Just a have a brief conversation with someone next to you and see what definitions you can think of for the noun ‘family’. 

see what definitions you can think of for the noun ‘family’.

Answers?

Some definitions I found:

A group of people who are closely related by birth, marriage, or adoption.

A group of people living together and functioning as a single household, usually consisting of parents and their children.

All the people who are descended from a common ancestor.

A group whose members are related in origin, characteristics, or occupation.

….
OK, now what I want to do is see how any of that that applies to the people Ezekiel prophesied to in Babylon. 

They were a group whose members were certainly related in origin; they were from Jerusalem and the surrounding lands of Judah. Indeed most of them shared a common ancestor, named Judah. And if they weren’t of that tribe they would certainly have laid claim to descent from Judah’s great grandfather Abraham. A people of common origin and descended from a common ancestor. A family, then. A family, an entire people, in exile with Ezekiel.
And in Ezekiel’s prophecy, those dead, dry bones represented the state of that family’s faith. 
Back when they were living in Jerusalem and the surrounding lands of Judah, too many of that family had departed spiritually from their trust in God. And then they were forced to a physical departure as well, carried away to exile in Babylon.
They were a failing family, the faith of most of them as dead and dried out as corpses, corpses picked clean and left as sun-bleached bones in the sand. A family who had lost hope. A family who felt themselves to be dead and buried.

But remember that we are talking about truth and trust and family. The truth which was revealed afresh to that family in Ezekiel’s prophetic vision was that God was still with them, would always be with them. That like bones rejoined and flesh renewed, God would renew their faith and breathe new life into them. That God would bring them out of the grave of exile fill them with his Spirit and restore them to the land he had given them.  
That they would see the truth of their, fallen, old ways and return to their trust of God. And so it was to be. 
We can read about that in the book of Ezra.
Trust, truth and family are our theme. In our reading from Ezekiel we see how truth and trust restore a family, a people, from the grave of exile.

Let’s look now at another family and a real grave. 

The story of Lazarus in John’s Gospel.
Martha and Mary hoped that Jesus would be found and come to them in time to heal their sick brother.  Instead, their brother Lazarus was dead and buried for four days before Jesus arrived. Yet this family’s trust in God remained firm. Martha trusted in a resurrection at the last day, the end time. 
But, Jesus brought a new truth. He told her: ‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’ 
And with that came the beginning of a new trust as Jesus asked Martha ‘Do you believe this?"  and she replied "Yes, Lord,"

Here we find: 
Truth presented – 
I am the resurrection and the life. 

Trust invited – 
He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?"
Trust given – in Martha’s ‘"Yes, Lord,"
And family - a family restored.
Trust, truth and family are our theme. 

In our reading from Ezekiel we saw how truth and trust restored a family, a people, from the grave of exile.

In our reading from John’s Gospel we see how truth and trust defeat the grave and restore a family.

Let’s stick with that family for a moment. A family with a unique story to tell.  A brother who had to work out just what to say to others. 

And this is where I get some help again, this time from Derek. We don’t have biblical evidence of what Lazarus might have said, but we can get a flavour for it from a short story by Fraser Grace.  So Derek is going to bring us an extract from Once I was dead, now I’m alive.
Once I was dead, now I’m alive. 

Not many people have been in my position. Apparently that makes me interesting. 

It’s my catchphrase as a matter of fact, my slogan. I was dead for a week; I was ill, I got worse, I rallied, I died.  Fifty people signed an affidavit, lodged at the temple: ‘Between dying and burial, he was never alone’.

It was my sisters who washed my body – an intimacy for which I’m glad I wasn’t conscious. Then the Mothers of the Street took over; ointments and spices, pummelled into every crease of my skin, so that what was parchment before I died briefly learned to be taut again, pinging to the touch like a baby’s cheek. 

After ointments, the rag work. Old linen, torn into strips and pushed into my darkest spaces. More strips fastening my jaw, teeth clamped tight around fresh herbs, keeping the breath of the grave at bay. Then the shroud, the trip to the graveyard, the prayers, the wailing, the grinding of stone on stone as the capstone is shoved into place – by the time you’re my age funerals are humdrum. Then nothing. Four days of nothing. Zip. 

Except in my case this ‘nothing’ was interrupted. Another invasion took place, not by insects, pestering, but by a sound - this other violation, calling.  I’m sorry to say this – because for this, I have no explanation - this part I remember. Creeping through rock and bier and bandage, through the over-shroud, sewn by Martha (who never gets lost in detail but always takes care of the whole), through herbs coiled in my ear by my younger sister Mary (the sex-worker, who thought it would make my dreamtime sweet) - comes this sound. My name, Lazarus, piercing the quiet, drawing together all the spinning, unravelling, leaking threads of me– Lazarus. Calling me back into being, bringing me back to the present, to a point. Lazarus. For the first time in my life I am brought to a different kind of point - to a purpose.

I am Lazarus, raised by Jesus of Nazareth – once I was dead, now I’m alive.

……………

‘Calling me back into being, bringing me back to the present, to a point. Lazarus. For the first time in my life I am brought to a different kind of point - to a purpose.’
It’s useful to get that perspective. And it’s useful to get the perspective that there was a point to the resurrection of Lazarus:

 ‘When Jesus saw Mary and the Jews who had come along with her weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. "Where have you laid him?" he asked. "Come and see, Lord," they replied. And then Jesus wept’. 

That translation understates the emotion here. It is about Jesus having a deep, gut wrenching, groaning reaction against what he is seeing. No wonder that he wept.

The point to the resurrection of Lazarus is, I think, that it helps us to see Jesus’ gut reaction to death,  it’s impact on others, the very concept of death. Death is totally at odds with all that he is. It is an abomination. Death is his enemy. To defeat death is why he lives.

So I think the point to the resurrection of Lazarus is that it helps us start to understand why Jesus came to save us from death. To understand why he wants so much to bring us to eternal life.

So, starting to understand how death is so totally the opposite of Jesus, let’s stand with him for a moment beside an empty tomb in Bethany, follow his gaze towards Jerusalem, and think with him of another death yet to come, another empty tomb. Imagine what it was like to be so totally the opponent of death, yet know that you must surrender to it………..

But, we can come to the other side of that, we can think of Jesus’ resurrection. And let’s not confuse it with what has happened at Bethany. Lazarus, ‘Once I was dead, now I’m alive’, was resurrected into his mortal body.

He remained mortal and, eventually, he died… again.  

Jesus on the other hand was resurrected, not into a perishable body as Lazarus was, but into an imperishable eternal one.  And as Paul writes to the Corinthians: When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: "Death has been swallowed up in victory." "Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?"  (1 Corinthians 15:54-55)

Put differently, Jesus’ resurrection body holds the promise for our own future. It is the model for our own eternal resurrection bodies. And all that it requires of us is that we accept the truth and put our trust in Jesus.
And when we do that, when that is declared in our worship on a Sunday, when that is declared in the way we lead our lives during the rest of the week, then we might fully realise just how wonderful it is to be known as children of God, to have been adopted into God’s family,

to have the assurance of eternal life. 
I reckon that Lazarus was pretty good at telling his story. I reckon that his sisters Martha and Mary were too. They were brother and sisters, a family with a story to tell. But so are we. We, all who have been adopted into the family of God, we the church throughout the world. Brothers and sister, a family with a story to tell. A story of truth, trust, and family.

So, as Easter approaches let’s be ready to tell it.
Our Maundy Thursday supper brings the story of the last supper to life in a way that many will never have met 
- so invite them along.  And our Easter services give us the chance to tell our story to everyone who will listen.

The Easter Friday walk gives us the chance to invite folk who might not normally come to church. The placing of the cross on the hill shouts to the village that the church is alive in this place. The Easter Friday afternoon meditation is an opportunity to invite those who prefer the quiet. Our Easter Sunday morning vigil is a powerful witness to anyone else who happens to be around that early. And our main celebration of Easter Sunday should be a chance to proclaim ‘Jesus is risen!’ Loudly.
Trust, truth and family were our theme today. In our reading from Ezekiel we saw how truth and trust were to restore a family, an entire people, from the grave of exile. 
In our reading from John’s Gospel we saw how truth and trust defeated one grave and restored one family. 
And as we looked out from Bethany toward Easter we saw how truth and trust defeated the grave and brought us adoption into God’s family.
We have a wonderful story to tell of truth, trust and family. And we have a great opportunity to tell it to another family, the family that is our village, over the next couple of weeks. Our reading about Lazarus ended like this: ‘Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him.’ Let’s use these next couple of weeks to show people here just what Jesus has done for us. And let’s pray that they, too, put their faith in him.
     Amen
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