Lent 5A 2011

John 11:1-45
“Wanted: Dead or Alive”

The celebration has been going on for a couple of days now. I mean why not. He who was once dead is now alive. Jesus, the man from Galilee, raised his good friend, Lazarus, from the dead. No one had ever seen that before. So, of course, everyone wanted to talk to Jesus about it; everyone wanted to question him. You know, how he did it. And then there were those who wanted to tell him of their maladies so…..maybe……he might heal them too. And perhaps there were some there who also had a loved one who had just died, and perhaps they could convince Jesus to mosey on by and raise that person, too. Well, just maybe…..just maybe he might.
Well, amidst all of the partying going on, this one person (not mentioned in Scripture) doesn’t want to speak to Jesus but rather wants to speak to Lazarus. There is always one Bolshevik in the crowd----one who doesn’t follow the crowd. So, this person with a clothes pin on his nose goes up to Lazarus sitting out in the yard over by the chicken coop because after all Lazarus had been dead for 3 or 4 days and buried in a hot non-ventilated cave in the Judean desert. I like what the KJV says about Lazarus after he came out of his burial cave, “He stinketh!” 

So, this person goes up to the corpse-like, stinking Lazarus, who is probably still reeling over what the heck had just happened to him, and this person, turning his head from side to side to see if anyone could hear their conversation, quietly says to Lazarus, “So, Lazarus, tell me, what was it like on the other side?”
Now, as I mentioned, this conversation has not been recorded in Scripture because everyone was focusing on Jesus. I even went to Dan Brown’s website to see if he had the scoop on this but to no avail. 

Lazarus, who is staring blankly out into space, drowsily focuses on his inquisitor, takes a breath, and slowly begins to tell what happened. “I remember that I was really sick. I knew I was dying. And at the point of my greatest distress I heard the physician pronounce me dead. I then began to hear a ringing or buzzing, and at the same time feel myself moving very rapidly through a long dark tunnel. After this, I suddenly found myself outside of my own physical body, but still in the immediate physical environment. I could see my own body from a distance, as though I was a spectator. I watched as my sisters, Martha and Mary wept and lay their heads on my chest. I felt no pain or distress.
After a while, I can’t tell you how long because there didn’t seem to be any time---I was in a time beyond time----I noticed that I had a “body” so to speak, but it was a spiritual body----one of a different nature and with different powers than my physical body. Again, I felt no pain. Instead, I felt an overwhelming sense of peace and unity.

Soon other things began to happen. Others came to meet me and to help me. These others were spirits of relatives and friends who had already died. There was a warm, loving spirit of which I had never encountered before. 
And then there was this bright light----brighter than any sun, but I wasn’t blinded by it nor did it hurt my eyes. And in this light a being came to me who asked me questions, nonverbally about my life, and instantaneously I reviewed everything in my life. But it wasn’t judgmental, but rather accepting and pleasing.

I, then, followed this being further into the light. I felt lighter and free and so at peace. It was wonderful. And then we reached a barrier of sorts----a border representing the thin place (as the Celts will later refer to it), which is the limit between our earthly life and the next life. And at this point, I heard Jesus calling my name. But his voice was not coming from the light but from somewhere behind me. I heard it, but I didn’t want to listen. I knew he was calling me back to my earthly life, and I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to go because I was ever so overwhelmed by intense feelings of joy, love and peace. But somehow I knew that it wasn’t my time to die. As wonderful as it was, I knew I was to return to this physical body again.
And then suddenly I began to feel my earthly body again. It was sore, and bound up. I could smell myself. And then, I found myself walking towards Jesus. The sunlight was brutal on my eyes. And I realized that I was back here again.”

Mouth wide open in shock the inquisitor says to Lazarus, “You need to tell everyone of your experience. Do you realize how important your experience is? Do you realize that you were dead and are now back alive and not in spirit but real physicality! You were dead-----really dead, Lazarus-----and now you are alive again! Do you realize how important this is?” 
“No,” says Lazarus, “tell me. And tell me your name good sir.” 
“It is John. John the Evangelist.”

Of course, I made this entire story up. But perhaps I didn’t. Perhaps John for some reason decided not to include it. For you see, Scripture never says a word about Lazarus beyond this point. We never hear from the only person who prior to Christ had ever died and subsequently been resuscitated. Note that Lazarus was not resurrected because in resurrection we don’t return to this life as we were prior to death but are promised a new life with a new spiritual body. Lazarus, instead, was resuscitated just like we, today, resuscitate people who have suffered heart attacks or other such afflictions which cause folks to die. And, today, through medical science we are able to bring some of them back from---literally----being heart stopping, flat-brain-wave dead. We can’t do it but more than a short period of time, nothing like days, but we can do it.

Today, we call these experiences near death experiences. But really they should be called near life experiences, which is why I would have been far more interested in talking to Lazarus than to Jesus.

Let me explain. I have preached, taught, pastorally counseled, and lived resurrection for my entire priesthood. And the message is a great one. When we die, God takes that which was essence of who we were and creates a new spiritual body from that. We die a death to this world but come alive in the next. This is a great message, and I believe it. However, there is a disconnect between this resurrection message and us. We understand it, but it is hard to put into practice. There is something very intangible about it. And thus, what I have experienced in my ministerial career is that even people who have spent their entire life in the Church still fear death as if they had never heard of the resurrection. But that is not so when we hear of people who have died and been resuscitated. They no longer fear death.
In every case of a near death experience, every person tells of experiences of a white light, peace, joy, meeting loved ones who are their to guide them. Every one of them comes back from the experience with changed lives. They all tell of how they now feel a connectedness with all of humanity if not creation as a whole. They are far more loving and accepting. They are more joyful and appreciative of life. And probably the biggest change is that they no longer fear death. Death is truly a transition----a transition to a peaceful, joyous existence.
I so wish John had written this account of the raising of Lazarus from Lazarus’ point of view. I think our entire perspective on death would be so different. And as a result, our societies from the first century onward would have been drastically changed. As much as we try in our Episcopal burial service to emphasize the joy of new life through death, funerals are not happy times. And it has more to do than just missing our deceased loved ones. It has to do with our fear and inability to accept our own deaths. I mourn the fact that John didn’t write this story from Lazarus’ perspective. What a difference it could have made.
The message, of course, (resurrection or NDE) is the same. We are not to be afraid of death. There is new life after death. God comes to meet us and bring us home. There is no fearful, punishing judgment. There is peace, harmony, joy and love. This is certainly the Christian perspective on death. I just think that Lazarus and every other person who has ever had a near death experience do a better job at quelling our fears than the theological explanation of resurrection. One reason is that we really don’t see Jesus as one of us, but kind of half human/half divine-----kind of a superhero, but certainly not one of us. It affects us more when we hear it from a regular bloke like ourselves and not the Lord.
But, if you remember only one thing I say this morning, it is this: do not be afraid of death. God has set the stage for a smooth and wonderful transition. And even if you think near death experiences are all malarkey and the experience is simply the brain shutting down, then we need to give thanks to God for creating such a natural occurrence so that when we do die it is a pleasurable experience.

But ultimately, I suppose, this story is not about death or life in the hereafter. It is about life now. We are to die to life now, and if we do it in the way that God shows us in and through the life of Jesus, then we will be reborn in this life just like Lazarus and every person who has ever died and come back to tell us. Dying to life in Christ is dying to fears, anxieties and guilt. Dying in this life is to come alive to a life lived in love, forgiveness and respect. This is Jesus’ life message.

In order to illustrate this point, I am going to tell you a story that I have told you before. I probably told it to you three years ago when I preached on this Scripture lesson. But, so be it, I really like it, and I think that it is the best story to communicate this concept of dying to life and yet being alive to life. Since we all can’t have near death experiences, perhaps this might help. Anything I think that helps us live a life of love, care and acceptance is worthwhile. Any method that gets us to be able to look at ourselves and truly say “You know something, I am good with God and truly feel so” is worth it. So, here it is.

The location is the Deep South in the 1960s. The scenario: African American Baptists and Pentecostals are having a tent revival. (Such tent revivals really do exist. If you ever get to go to an actual tent revival on a warm summer’s day, then go.) 
The preacher, a fire and brimstone African American older man, is preaching up a storm. He is talking about justice and God’s love for ALL of God’s people. There are Amens and “Preach it, brother” all through his sermon. The sweat is pouring off his brow even as he mops it with his hankercheif. People are getting into the mood----into the Spirit when into the tent walk five white county sheriff deputies. They stand half way up the center aisle eyeing the preacher in the pulpit. Without saying a word, everyone knows why they are there. They don’t want any uppity negra preacher working the town’s Negroes into a tizzy. They stand with hands on their hips displaying their revolvers. The message is clear: Shut up or we will shoot you for disturbing the peace and inciting a crowd to riot.

Not missing a beat, the preacher glares down at the deputies, and says, “Go right ahead and shoot me. Go right ahead and kill me because you can’t kill me. Do you want to know why you can’t kill me; it is because I am already a dead man. I have died in Christ, and thus I am alive and your bullets can’t take that away from me. I am not afraid for I am already a dead man. Can I get an Amen to that?”
As the story goes, the sheriff’s deputies, then, turned around and walked out. And you want to know why? It is because if evil can’t intimidate through fear of death, then it loses its power. 
If we die to the fears of this world and instead choose to live a life of peace and God’s love, then we have nothing to fear because, like Lazarus and every near death experience person, we are alive in something that is far greater and far better than this life. And in the process of living a life of unconditional love, we are suffused with the power of God’s love. We live no longer on our own, but by the love and grace of God. Do you want to feel the Holy Spirit? Do want to feel the real presence of God in your life, then live in love and forgiveness and you can’t help but feel it. 

Die to fear and anxiety. Die to death. Die to trying to measure up to God. Die to sin. Die to having had bad parents. Live to accepting yourself as loved by God. Live to be willing to die because you were willing to see the good in others. I think that is the message from beyond the grave. That and, of course, the 70 celestial virgins who await! Oh, my!
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