SERMON — JOHN 11:32-44 — ALL SAINTS DAY 2021
Youtube Video: https://youtu.be/EuVf2j5KvXo
Death is not a very popular subject with most people. Most of us spend all of our lives avoiding it. We even find ways of talking about death that skirts around the subject. We talk about someone passing away or passing over. Or we say that someone is no longer with us? As though they have just gone on an overseas trip. Then there are the people who are lost. “I lost my mum when I was 16.” Yes, I lost her but there is no hope of ever finding her again because she is dead. Somehow the words died or death, seem a little too harsh. Death is not a very popular subject because it is too harsh, too final.

Mourning is the natural human response to the death of someone you love. Someone described grief as a lump inside you that never goes away. The lump never goes away but most people learn to live with it. Why does the grief never go away? Because the person who dies never comes back! Once death has had its way there is no turning back. You can get busy doing things. You can get angry. You can try and hide from it. But in the end death has its way and you have to admit that you can’t really do a thing. All we can do in the face of death is weep and wail. All we can do is mourn.

And death often makes us question God. Death usually makes us ask why? Why am I here? What is life all about? What is really important? Where does God fit in? When Jesus arrived at Bethany his friend Lazarus had been dead and in the tomb for four days. The first thing Mary says to Jesus is, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” And maybe some similar thoughts go through our heads at times. If the Lord had been there maybe my mother would not have died at the age of 35. If God really cared then the one I loved would not have died. Death makes us ask the important questions. And it makes us question God.

So how does God feel? Does he really care? All we need to do is take a look at Jesus. Jesus sees Mary’s grief. He sees her weeping. He sees the people with her crying and filled with grief. Is he unmoved?  Does God care? Well yes, he does care. We are told Jesus is deeply moved in spirit. The word that is used means ‘angry’. Jesus wasn’t afraid of death. Jesus was filled with a deep anger at the pain and anguish that death caused. He was even more than angry, he was really stirred up inside.  Jesus is just like God the Father, he doesn’t like to see people upset with grief. In Jesus we see that God cares. And he cares deeply. He is moved to the very core of his spirit. So moved that Jesus weeps! What a wonderful picture of God. When someone you love dies God isn’t standing back disinterested. God is not an unfeeling observer watching you from a distance. When you are filled with grief and all you can do is cry, God is right there beside you, weeping with you! 

Because he cares God responds. In the case of Lazarus, he responds in a very radical way.  Jesus goes to the dead man’s tomb. He asks for the stone to be taken away from the entrance. “But Lord,” said Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad odour, for he has been there for four days.” This man is well and truly dead. Everything in Martha’s experience says this is pointless. When you’re dead your dead. The spirit and soul are gone, all that is left in that tomb is a rotting and smelly corpse and that is not the way to remember her brother. But Jesus insists saying to Martha, “Did I not say to you that if you would believe you would see the glory of God?” (vs 40, NRSV). Jesus is about to show Martha, and all present, the glory of the Creator who can create life in the midst of death. The stone is removed and Jesus thanks the Father for this opportunity to show he has been sent by God. Then he says three words. “Lazarus, come out!” That’s all, three words and suddenly Lazarus comes out. A moment before a rotting corpse, and now once again fully alive. God cares. God loves and God gives life.

So why didn’t God raise my mother? When I read about Lazarus my natural reaction is, “If Lazarus, why not my mum.” If Lazarus, why not children or young people? If Lazarus, why not the person I love? Well even though Lazarus was raised it only delayed the inevitable. Yes, Lazarus was raised, but he was still a mortal human being. He would die again! Lazarus did die again! Raising people from the dead and putting them back into this broken and dying world is no lasting solution. We might have very good reasons why we want certain individuals to be given another chance at life, but it doesn’t solve the problem that eventually everyone will die. 

God wants a permanent solution. A permanent resurrection. A resurrection that defeats death forever. And that is what he offers in Jesus Christ. In raising Lazarus Jesus was demonstrating God’s power over death. He was showing that God can defeat death. But most importantly in raising Lazarus Jesus was pointing to God’s universal solution to death. In raising Lazarus Jesus is showing that he is the resurrection and the life. Jesus is God’s universal solution to the problem of death. Through Jesus, death is no longer permanent. Through Jesus’ death, your death, has been defeated and is nothing more than a transition from this life into a permanent life lived in God’s presence. When you believe in Christ, and you die, you will see the glory of God revealed in your own resurrection. That is God’s permanent solution

This means that those who die with faith in Christ do not suffer death. Only the living, suffer death. We are the ones who grieve. We are the ones who feel empty. Those of us who are left suffer death, not the ones who have died. They do not mourn, they do not weep. They experience no physical hurt or distress of the soul. Those who died with faith in Christ are done with dying forever. The life they have makes this life the valley of the shadow — and they are done with dying forever.
 I wonder how Lazarus felt being raised back into this world only to face death once again?  Those who die with faith in Christ are not dead at all, but free.

We began talking today about death. But then we started talking about Jesus, and soon we found ourselves talking about life. That’s because Jesus is God, who is the source of all life. As we think about those who have died before us, it is right and proper to grieve because for a while they have passed away. For a while we have lost them. But through Jesus the loss is not permanent. When we pass through the valley of death, we will join them. Through Jesus, we will find each other again and our tears will pass away, our grief will pass away. Through Jesus death is not final, but a new beginning. Amen.  

Pastor Rolf Lungwitz

� Walter Wangerin	The Flight of hawks, in The Lutheran, (edition unknown), my paraphrase. 





