
Jesus taught in parables. A parable is a true story but uses different words to

make it more interesting, perhaps relating it to the listener’s own experience,

and to help get the point across more clearly. A parable is like a window. You

do not look at a window, you look through it, to see what is beyond it, what it

reveals. Many Bible stories are like windows, including stories in the Gospels,

not just those told by Jesus, but also about Jesus.

The Gospels were written in response to the impact of Easter, meaning that, as

well as recording remembered history about the earthly life of Jesus, they

interpret that life through the lens of resurrection faith and the continuing

experience of the risen Christ through the Spirit in the life of the Christian

community. The Gospel of John is unique in this respect and presents the

meaning of Jesus more deeply and skilfully than the others. John is like an

artist turning sketches or portraits into a colourful masterpiece, with all kinds

of clue and symbol and meaning in almost every brush stroke. John writes his

masterpiece so that through the text we can find ourselves meeting the risen

Christ and discovering what he means for us in every situation of our lives.

Today, we have a unique story about what Jesus means for us in the ultimate

experience of our mortality: the reality of death: when we face the loss of

those we love, and also consider or face directly the prospect of our own

demise and departure from this life. The sheer powerlessness and

hopelessness of our mortal condition is underlined in the story.

So how do we interpret this story? What is it that we see when we look

through its window? If we simply look at it, read it literally or superficially, we

have a rather sensational account of a corpse being resuscitated and walking

out of a tomb. If that is main thrust of the narrative, it begs the question,

‘what was the point of it? A body gets up out of a grave – the sort of thing that

does not happen on planet earth. And then what? To live a little longer only to

die again? What is that all about? Surely, such a reading of the story would

cause confusion and false hope, and we wouldn’t dare read it at funerals. But I

have read it frequently at funerals, usually at the request of the bereaved,

because it reflected their Christian hope as expressed in the funeral liturgy, that

‘although death comes to us all, yet we rejoice in the promise of eternal life; for

to your faithful people life is changed, not taken away.’



To understand our Gospel reading today, we must look through what I like to

call the Lazarus or Bethany window. For the Christian reading this story it is

intended to be a reminder of (and a Passiontide preparation for) our

commemoration of the death of Jesus himself. And if the death of Jesus, then

also his resurrection, because the writer, John, will not let us think of the one

without the other. And if the death and resurrection of Jesus, then also the

death and resurrection of us all. We are being urged to embrace the good

news that if we live in Christ, we live in hope of the risen Lord calling us from

the grave when the time comes for us to let go of this mortal flesh.

But it is an even better message than that. In the story, Martha believes the

resurrection is something for the far-off future, ‘the last day.’ But Jesus says to

her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though

they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’

That is the only message we really need to grasp from this story. And what

wonderful, good news it is! Jesus has brought the resurrection life forward,

for Martha, for Mary, and for us. By living as Christian disciples, we already

share in the risen life. In our Baptism or our acceptance of the faith into which

we were baptised, we already died the important death. We are now risen into

the life of Christ. In Jesus, the divine life has been embodied in a human being

like us, bringing us a life that gives us a share in his divinity, a life that physical

death cannot overcome.

Today’s Gospel anticipates the wonderful message of Easter and its

consequences for us. St Paul confirms this in our reading from his letter to the

Romans: human nature, or the flesh, has nothing to look forward to but death,

but for those of us who live by the Spirit of God who raised Christ from the

dead: this Spirit has now made his home within us, and will give life to us also.

The Lazarus story is a window through which we can see the Easter mystery,

the resurrection way.

However, it is not just about a life after this one. It is about the enhancement

of this earthly life, now that we are Easter people, how we are to live and give

life to a world that is so plagued by the corruption and stench of death in its

various forms.



Today and over the past two Sundays we have been presented with three

weighty Gospel passages from John that express the transforming power we

have been given by living in and following Jesus Christ. Two Sundays ago, we

were the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. Jesus has given us the living water

that wells up to eternal life: the Holy Spirit, his life in us. Last Sunday, we were

the man born blind, but Jesus has given us sight to see and to follow the gospel

way. Today, we are Lazarus; we were dead but have been raised to life by the

call of Jesus and now we live in him, the risen Christ. Of course, none of this is

automatic or magic. It is all invitation. The free gift is for us simply to accept,

and we have the God-given freedom to remain thirsty, blind, and dead if we

wish.

Let us choose to drink the abundant water of life that Jesus provides, let him

open our eyes to see his way clearly, and let us show by a new way of living

that we are those who have risen from the dead and now have a Christ-shaped

quality of life with which to bless this world now as we journey onward to the

world where the risen life is complete, and death itself has passed away.


