PEOPLE JESUS MET: MARTHA, MARY & LAZARUS

John 11 v. 1-44

Stowe Parish Church

It is a great pleasure and honour to be speaking today, at the occasion of the Christening of Oran Scott and it really is so good to see the Scott family here with us this morning. I have a truly wonderful painting of my Mother, among other pictures of his, by Guy, Oran’s grandfather, in my house. One of the other pleasantly vivid memories of the Scott family I have was sharing the wonders of Coleridge’s poetry with Daniel, Adam’s brother, in class. They were a memorably rewarding group. I recall Dan and some others standing round my desk as we scrutinised Gustave Doré’s marvellous sequence of engravings illustrating ‘The Ancient Mariner’. A more recent happy memory of the Scotts was being invited to enjoy the beauty of Jane’s garden (Oran’s grandmother) in Lillingstone Lovell one glorious sunny morning in June. 
It also gives me great pleasure to welcome my brother and sister-in-law, Ian and Sue who, I think, last attended a service here at our mother’s funeral one bright but freezing day in January 2002, conducted by Ron. 

The circumstances of these two occasions bring us to our theme this morning as we proceed in our series, ‘People Jesus Met’, in the Gospel of John. We have just had read to us the amazing story in C.11 of the raising of Lazarus from the dead. So, the last time Ian and Sue were here, we were formally recognising a death: the death of a Christian lady who firmly believed, as we do, that she was going to be in Heaven with the Saviour whom she had trusted all her life. Today, we express great happiness in recognising new birth, the birth of Oran who receives Christian blessing in this House of God as he sets out upon his life ahead. I am reminded of one of the great lines in Shakespeare’s ‘The Winter’s Tale’ when, half-way though the play, the old courtier, Antigonus, is killed by a bear, having left the king’s baby daughter, Perdita, on a stormy piece of coast. An old shepherd witnesses the terrible death but his son, a young shepherd, discovers the baby and says to his father:-
‘Thou mettest with things dying, I with things new born.’ 

And this, of course, is the story of Lazarus: Lazarus who was dead, but whom Jesus raised from the dead, prefiguring His own Resurrection. It is a story which has had huge influence, including in great literature. Famously, in Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities’, Sydney Carton, when about to give his life to save the condemned Charles Darnay from the guillotine, treads the streets of Paris during the Terror of the Revolution, repeating one of the great verses of the Gospels, spoken by Jesus in this chapter:-
‘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?’  (v.25). 

Again, writing a few years later, Dostoyevsky, in ‘Crime & Punishment’, brings together the young murderer, Raskolnikov, and Sonia, the girl he had come to love, driven by poverty to prostitution, in a dark garret room in St Petersburg. She reads to him the words of Jesus, which, despite the life to which society has caused her to sink, she still believes:-
‘I am the Resurrection and the Life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?’

Dostoyevsky writes,

‘The candle-end had long been flickering in the bent candle-stick, dimly lighting up in that poverty-stricken room the murderer and the harlot who had met so strangely over the reading of the eternal book.’ 

And this moment was to set off in Raskolnikov the chain of repentance, confession and salvation. 

And those who have visited the Scuola san Rocco in Venice will have seen Tintoretto’s sublime representation of the Resurrection, the culmination of his great series of paintings of the life of Jesus. Such has been the influence of the Christian Gospel upon the greatest of our writers, painters and composers: Mahler’s Resurrection Symphony, the St Matthew Passion. 

Before the miracle takes place, we read about the great compassion which Jesus feels for the sisters of Lazarus- Martha and Mary. They are distraught and, in this chapter, we have the shortest verse in the Bible and one of the most moving. When He goes to the tomb of her dear brother and sees Mary and her friends weeping with grief, we read in v. 35; ‘Jesus wept.’ The Jesus of the Gospels is human as well as divine. This is critical to any understanding of a Christian God. His primary attribute is love. John writes earlier in this Gospel:-
‘For God so loved the world that he gave His only Son that whosoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.’  (John 3 v. 16). 
This primary quality of love is unique to Christianity among the great religions of the world. Yes, there are ethical values to be shared and, indeed, justice to be observed and judgment to be dispensed but nowhere else do we have a God who descends to weep with the suffering of His people and whose primary desire is save humanity. Again, it says in the same Gospel:-
‘For God did not send His son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him.’  (John 3 v. 17).

We are told in the first letter of John that ‘God is love’. (1 Jn 4v. 16). 

That is His primary attribute and that is what inspired Jesus to raise Lazarus from the dead. It was not just ‘a conjuring trick with bones’. It was a demonstration of the divine love. We hear that Jesus was ‘deeply moved in spirit and troubled’ (v.33). Referring to the dead Lazarus, the crowd around said, ‘See how he loved him.’ (v.36). 
And then the tremendous miracle takes place in front of many witnesses. 

But, of course, such power is a threat to vested interests. Seven days later, when the Jewish authorities were concerned about the effect that Jesus might have upon the crowds descending upon Jerusalem for the Passover, he was betrayed by Judas Iscariot, arrested under cover of darkness away from the city centre, and tried illegally out of hours. False witnesses perjured themselves at the trial. He was handed over to the Roman authorities who initially found Him to be innocent but caved in to the insistent demands of the Jewish high priests for the sake of peace. When Jesus was then crucified, He was expressing this same love shown here at the raising of Lazarus. In 1 Jn 3 v. 16, it reads:-

‘This is how we know what love is. Jesus Christ laid down His life for us.’ 

Jesus so celebrated life. He loved children. He loves Oran. He loves Albion. In Matthew 19 v. 14 we read:-

‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of Heaven belongs to such as these.’ 

Several times he healed children, comforting their distraught parents. 

Jesus celebrates life and, in the Crucifixion, He ironically triumphs over death. It is the ultimate expression of that love which I have just been talking about. He went to the Cross because he loves us. A couple of weeks back, a brave bomb disposal officer was killed in Afghanistan, having successfully defused 64 bombs. How many lives did that man save? but in order to do so, he gave his own. We, all of us, have cut ourselves off from God because we regularly disobey Him. God’s justice is by definition perfect but, because His first quality is love, Christ paid the just penalty for the sin of mankind on the Cross. In the New Testament, God is often referred to as ‘our father’. If Oran or Albion were suddenly to be exposed to grave danger, Adam would do anything, probably including risking his own life, to save them; well, that is the attitude of God to us. 
But the event truly prefigured by the raising of Lazarus is, of course, the Resurrection of Jesus Himself. That is the ultimate triumph over death and it is accompanied by a promise to us, if we believe: the promise of eternal life. We celebrate today, and dedicate to God, the miraculous birth of a little boy. In the Resurrection, we celebrate the promise of eternal life to all who accept it in faith. Paul puts it this way in his letter to the Romans:

‘If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10.v.9). 

But, finally, we have to ask: it is all very beautiful and comforting but is it true? Has Richard Dawkins suddenly irrupted into the world to tell us how it really is?  How can he be so certain that it is not true? By definition, he, like the rest of us, cannot know everything. His brain is also finite. None of us will have the time in our life-spans to explore every single existing fact or concept. Out of all the great religions, there is no God who offers the gift of saving love like that expressed through Jesus. There is no doubt about the life and crucifixion of Christ. These are historical facts, chronicled by Jesus’ Jewish and Roman enemies, as well as His followers. And, with all the arguments swirling around the Resurrection, it always seems to me that the most likely truth is that, like the raising of Lazarus, it really happened. It would have suited the purpose of the Jewish authorities so well to produce the body but they couldn’t. Did the disciples hide Jesus’ remains? Well, they were never found and would a group of men who had practised such unworthy deception be so suddenly transformed into the mighty apostles who, filled by the Holy Spirit, were instrumental in producing thousands of converts from all races and establishing the early Church which, in the end, was to become worldwide? 
New life was given to Lazarus. The miracle of human life is represented here in Oran. In one we see the compassion of Jesus. In the other, as well as that, we see a vulnerable little child surrounded by a family’s love. In the resurrection of Jesus, we see the availability of life eternal, motivated by divine love. 

‘I am the Resurrection and the Life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?’ 
‘
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