1st November 2009
Jn 11: 17-27

Jesus – ‘I am the resurrection and the life’.
Today we draw our series of Vision and Mission statement sermon series to a close. Over the past months you will recall we have explored what it looks like to serve, share and support in the context of what those words mean to us as individuals, as a church and as a community. With all of our exploration wrapped around in the power of the Holy Spirit. This morning we return to our Vision statement and through what it means to have Jesus at the heart. 
Many of us have lived through and experienced some very profound situations or issues. Some we have just been aware of and others have been very personally felt; for example WW11, the Cold War, the fall of The Berlin Wall, the Falklands War or more personal issues marriage, the birth of child(ren), divorce, bereavement, career, health issues. Please don’t feel this is an exhaustive list – I just want to get you thinking. 

Before you read any further – please take a piece of paper divide it with a pencil line to make two columns, head one column National/International situations and the other head Personal situations. Thinking along the lines I’ve mentioned list in each column those things that either you have been aware of or lived through. It is your list and please don’t share it with anyone else unless you wish to do so.

Hopefully you now have quite a list in the columns – some of the situations will of course be in the past but there will be others in both columns that are still ongoing. It will probably be right to say that those in the Personal situations column are the ones over which you may have some control – not necessarily the case in all those things you have listed but more probable than the other column. 
You could no doubt now add to those two columns with things that are happening today. Things like the issues surrounding global warming. I have asked you to do this exercise on a personal basis but if you think about it of course people through the generations have had similar situations or issues to contend with.

Which brings me to an issue that has not gone away or been resolved by medical science – it is the issue of our own mortality. No matter how we view it – whether we consciously think about it or put it off, we will at some time physically die. 

If we were to divide John’s gospel into two we could call the first half the Book of Signs and the other the Book of Glory. With our reading this morning we are in the Book of Signs. 
In this gospel John records that Jesus uses other situations or issues that would have been familiar to his audience. Things they were experiencing or had experienced – their family history, spiritual and physical hunger and spiritual and physical blindness. 

If we were to read the reactions of people to those situations and issues we perhaps would not be surprised at how they reacted – people threw stones at Jesus (8:59), many said this was hard teaching and walked away (6:60), or they just didn’t understand it (8:27) or they argued amongst themselves and couldn’t make their minds up (10:19).  
If you look back for a moment at your list – how did you react to those situations or issues that you’ve listed? Are there perhaps similarities to the reactions I’ve just outlined?

Now I’ve already mentioned that your lists are individual but I want to turn to a common thread that unites all; something I’ve already alluded to – our own mortality. Our reading forms part of the well known story of the Raising of Lazarus. It’s not surprising that artists over the years have sought to capture this event on canvas. And Caravaggio is one such artist (Slide).
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If we look for a moment at the painting we can see in it a microcosm of human reactions to this particular situation. We have the crowd on the left looking at the body of Lazarus – notice the man (extreme left) craning his neck to see the body, whilst three others are looking the other way – two seemingly looking past Jesus who is standing with his arm out stretched, a man looking intently at Lazarus whilst holding the body, Martha and Mary bending over the body in an attitude that can be best described as emotionally charged. 
Another couple of things to notice are the source of the light in the picture which comes from the direction of where Jesus is standing and it illuminates the body of Lazarus. And the other is Lazarus himself who holds his right hand in the air (there are signs of life here) and his left hand hangs loose still in the attitude of death. And it probably hasn’t escaped you that Lazarus’ body forms the shape of a cross. It is these important points that form the centre of Jesus’ statement from our reading – ‘I am the resurrection and the life.’ 
The opening passage of scripture that I read at funerals as I lead the coffin in are, ‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ says the Lord. ‘Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’ (Jn 11: 25-26)
.
There are three important and life changing things that these two verses promise. 

Firstly, ‘I am the resurrection and the life’. Jesus is here making a bold and life changing statement. Martha as we have seen from the passage recognises that her brother will be raised back to life at the end of time. This was in common with the thinking of the Pharisees who accepted that there was a future for those who died. Daniel in the OT, talking of the end times makes a clear reference to the resurrection, ‘multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt’. (12:2) (NIV) 
Jesus is here repeating what he has already said – ‘For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it.’ (5:21); ‘I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear it will live.’ (5:25ff); ‘And this is the will of him who sent me…I shall…raise them up at the last day.’ (6:39ff). 
These references to the resurrection insist that Jesus alone under the express sanction of the Father will raise the dead on the last day. This vigorous assertion that Jesus makes to be ‘the resurrection and the life’ is said to divert Martha from her abstract thinking that the dead will eventually be raised at the last day and turn her attention to the need for a personalized belief in him. Jesus alone can provide the resurrected life. 
Secondly, ‘Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live.’
This claim is about time and history – Jesus by his birth, death and resurrection has altered the flow of time and history. Jesus has now bought in the Kingdom of God and having done so has set in motion the time of his second coming when all those living and dead will be judged. The promise in this verse is for those countless Christians who have died in the faith of Christ. Their belief in him will ensure that they will live for eternity. Their ‘death’ is not an elimination of hope and the reduction of existence to some shadowy notion but rather the glorious assurance of being in God’s presence for ever. The last point is a more immediate and profound one.
Thirdly, ’everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’ Now we have the opposite of those who have died – if verse 25 promises life at the resurrection, here Jesus is addressing those who are alive and experiencing situations and issues in the present. The reality is that we are now in - kyrios time - God’s time. We have developed a pattern of living in bit size chunks – a bit of the past, a bit of the present and a bit of the future. It has the disadvantage of being fairly restrictive and that can affect our relationship with God. If we live in our bite size world there can be a tendency to put God into a compartment – he may have intruded in the past, he might even intrude into the present and well there may be a wishful hope for the future. 
The ability to concentrate on what is happening now can allow God to work in our lives through the Holy Spirit – we can become uncluttered by the past or future. In that little exercise I asked you to do at the beginning you might have remembered back to your childhood? Can you remember as a child that time had a different dimension to what it has to you now? For a child all time is by and large now time and apparently endless. Any parent who has had to try and get their children to do something will know how infuriating their reluctance to leave something they have been doing can be to us – confined by our understanding of time. It is to this understanding of the here and now that Jesus is pointing to in his words - ’everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. 
The question at the end of these two verses – ‘Do you believe this?’ sum up the three points we’ve just looked at. Jesus is not asking Martha if she believes that he is about to raise her brother from the dead. But can her faith can go beyond that quiet confidence to a personal trust in Jesus as ‘the resurrection and the life’ as the only person who can grant eternal life and promise the transformation of resurrection. It is a question that Jesus also asks us – do we say ‘yes’ as Martha did?

What Jesus is saying to us in these affirming statements in this gospel can be summed up in these words by (Slide) Helen Mallicoat – I was regretting the past and fearing the future. Suddenly, my Lord was speaking: ‘My name is ‘I AM.’ He paused. I waited. He continued, ‘When you live in the past with its mistakes and regrets, it is hard. I am not there. My name is not I WAS. When you live in the future with its problems and fears, it is hard. I am not there. My name is not I WILL BE. When you live in this moment, it is not hard. I am here. My name is I AM.’ 

And as these words tell us we have a choice to make, what will yours be?
� Funeral Services Church of England (Common Worship) Second new edition 2001 page 26.
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