26 March  2023 Lent 5A 
Ezekiel 37:1–14  Psalm 130  Romans 8:6–11  John 11:1–45

Jesus calls us out of death and violence into something creative and life-giving.

We acknowledge the sovereign First Peoples of these lands and waters 
where we meet, the Yuin Nation.
We pay our respects to their elders past and present and to all Aboriginal people who have cared for this place since creation.
CALL TO WORSHIP

We hear rumours of death and illness. We see valleys full of dry bones, and then we hear a surprising word:

Dry bones can come back to life, the dead can emerge from tombs.
Breath enters, lives are put back together, hope is restored!

Come, the God of resurrection is on the move! Come, let us reclaim our share in life!

PRAYER 

Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon us all, that we may live.
God brings us up from our graves, putting God’s Spirit within us so we shall live!

Know that God has spoken and will act. Amen.

Loving spirit

Children’s talk _ Lyn Dawson 

Song – give thanks with a grateful heart
PRAYER OF CONFESSION

Out of the depths, we cry to you, O God. Gracious God, hear our voice.  Listen to our cries for mercy: Forgive us, God, for we often miss the mark. Amen.

WORDS OF ASSURANCE 
If God kept records of all our wrongs, who could stand? But there is forgiveness with God so that God may be revered.
We wait for God, our soul waits, and in God’s word we hope. Our soul waits for God more than those who watch for the morning. 

O people of God, hope in your Creator!  For with God there is steadfast love, and with God is great power to redeem. Our sins are forgiven. Thanks to God.

PRAYER OF ADORATION AND THANKSGIVING

Loving God, Source of Life, we thank you for hearing our cries and the witness this is to your glory and love. 

You call us out of tombs and raise us back to life, guiding us, animating us, and drawing us into depths of peace, freedom, and wholeness. 

What joy and what honour it is that the same Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in us. We give you thanks and praise, for you are the resurrection and the life. Because of you, we can live without the fear of death. Amen.

DISCIPLESHIP THOUGHT

Lazarus here is not merely Jesus’ friend. Lazarus is every man and woman – Lazarus represents humanity. John is telling us that humanity is sick, dying and helpless. This, we learn, is our human condition. But this isn’t the end of the story. Jesus, the resurrection and the life, enters the scene. Jesus comes to the places we are entombed, bound up in death and speaks a new word: Come out! Jesus calls us out of our cultures of death and violence into something creative and life-giving. Resurrection is about liberation from the grip of death and all its metaphors – war, greed, poverty, environmental exploitation, and injustice. Though resurrection kisses our lives, we still need further help, further liberation. Jesus urges his followers to unbind Lazarus from his graveclothes. That’s what Jesus wants us to put our resurrection energies into. We are to go about unbinding and letting go.

OFFERTORY SENTENCE

Let us participate in something creative and life-giving by offering our gifts.
OFFERTORY PRAYER

May our gifts play some part in bringing new life and freedom. Amen.

Dry bones – inspirational video and reader is ready with …

Readings – Steve,   Ezekiel 37:1–14    Romans 8:6–11  John 11:1–45

Song - Breathe on my breath of God

PRAYER OF INTERCESSION - Ruth
God of Resurrection, God of life, Help us to feel your sorrow for a world in which life is a terrible struggle for so many.

Change the story, Creator God, about the widening gap between the rich and the poor.

Change the story of hunger, war.  And other preventable deaths
Change the story of our planet, which strains and groans under the weight of our relentless appetites for economic growth.

Help us to be a people who won’t just turn a blind eye to the suffering of the whole creation in exchange for our own experience of relative safety and prosperity.

Help us play our part in the unbinding and the letting go of death. Amen.
Song - To God be the Glory
COMMISSIONING AND BENEDICTION

Listen to the words of Jesus, Roll back the stone. Life is bursting forth where death once reigned!  Let’s throw off our graveclothes – life is staking its claim on us all.  May we emerge from our places of death into the fullness of resurrection peace, and let’s welcome God’s reign of life breaking forth in each and every one of us. 
Ezekiel 37:1–14

The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me all round them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. He said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, you know.’ Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.’ 

So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, and there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.’ I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 

Dry bones – inspirational video then 

Then he said to me, ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.” Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.’ 

Psalm 130

A Song of Ascents.
Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. 
   Lord, hear my voice!
Let your ears be attentive
   to the voice of my supplications! 


If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities,
   Lord, who could stand? 
But there is forgiveness with you,
   so that you may be revered. 


I wait for the Lord, my soul waits,
   and in his word I hope; 
my soul waits for the Lord
   more than those who watch for the morning,
   more than those who watch for the morning. 


O Israel, hope in the Lord!
   For with the Lord there is steadfast love,
   and with him is great power to redeem. 
It is he who will redeem Israel
   from all its iniquities. 

Romans 8:6–11

To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 

But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you. 

John 11:1–45

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. So, the sisters sent a message to Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ But when Jesus heard it, he said, ‘This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’ Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 

Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again.’ The disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’ Jesus answered, ‘Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.’ After saying this, he told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.’ The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right.’ Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought that he was referring merely to sleep. Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.’ Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’ 

When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ Martha said to him, ‘I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.’ Jesus said 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. Do you believe this?’ She said to him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’ 

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, ‘The Teacher is here and is calling for you.’ And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ But some of them said, ‘Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’ 

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’ Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, ‘Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?’ So, they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’ When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’ 

Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him. 

Talk 
All three of our passages today deal with the process of Death to Life.  

· The Ezekiel passage of dry bones coming to life in stages- overtly about the Hebrew nation in captivity in Babylon would once again be renewed by God

· Jesus raises Lazarus from a very dead and smelly state

· Paul points out to the Roman Christians that the body may die but there is life in Christ

Two great dramatic pieces and one that contains the theology to make sense of them.

Our household recently had a scare.  About 2 months ago now I came home from leaving Pam in hospital and was confronted by the awful thought that it may have been the last time I see her alive.  She was going downhill with some organs failing with an unknown cause and lots of theories being tested but no positive diagnosis.  

How many of us think they are immortal?  I certainly didn’t but maybe I acted that way.  

If we lived in Jesus’ time we would probably be much more associated with death, where medicine did not have so many answers and causes were often unknown or wrongly diagnosed.  
When Australia was settled and for a long time before that worldwide child mortality rates were about half of children died in infancy - 45%.   This fell in Australia by a factor of ten times to 4% by the time I was born and is 10 times lower than that now for children of my grandchildren’s age.  Even today some countries have child mortality 25 times higher than ours.  The point I am making is that is maybe not until we are confronted by our own mortality that we need to think about death and it’s not usually until we are older that we are confronted.

The season of Lent leads up to Easter which is a rejoicing about new life and resurrection.  What are all these readings about Death doing in the middle of Lent?  Maybe the clues are in the miracle of the raising to life of Lazarus.  John’s gospel is the only gospel to cover this story.  Beats me why that would be.  

Maybe it should be called the sign of the raising of Lazarus.  What’s it a sign of?

Things don’t normally come back to life.  John Cleese’s dead parrot was not resting.  It was not pining for the fjords- it was dead.   Pushing up daisies, kicked the bucket, passed on, gone to meet its maker, left this earthly coil etc.  Jesus even says ‘fell asleep’ and has to explain he means ‘dead’.
Lazarus was the same.  Jesus was away across the Jordan river, a day or two’s walk from Bethany where Lazarus, Mary and Martha lived.  To be out of reach of the Jewish authorities.   He does not respond to the call to help the sick Lazarus with some healing miracle for 2 more days. Lazarus was the disciple that Jesus loved and he still would not physically move.  He argued that it was not about healing or raising but He knew that Lazarus was dead and made it clear to his disciples that he knew that so there was no hurry.

‘This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’  And later

‘Lazarus is dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe.

What’s going on here?  This is another Garden of Gethsemane moment.  When he raises Lazarus that will be the moment he crosses the line.  That will really stir the High Priest and temple authorities. Here is their challenge just half an hour’s walk away from Jerusalem.  A miracle here that gathers support for Jesus as a Messiah could and would be a challenge to them.  Here is Jesus’ crossing the Rubicon moment.  He knows that once this process is in place there is no turning back.  Jesus knows that there is no ‘taking this cup from him’ and that he is to do God’s will, which in his case, is the way of an agonising death.

Going to raise Lazarus is not like going round to a friend’s place to help change a starter motor or clean their windows. No wonder Jesus was angry and agitated as he wrestled with the conflict between his desire to give life back to his friend and the knowledge that it would cost him his own life at the hands of a jealous and defensive religious leadership if he did.

Lazarus was brought back to life but he did not live forever.  In fact, his resuscitation meant that the Jewish authorities wanted very soon to kill him (start of the next chapter - 12).  Lazarus was to eventually die again.  But the resurrection of Jesus was evidence of God’s power to bring eternal life.   

I asked the question earlier “what is the raising of Lazarus a sign of?”.  

A possible list in dot points

· Jesus’ obedience

· Jesus’ power over nature

· The pharisees thought that Jesus was performing many signs that he was who he claimed to be – the Messiah.  They, of course, misunderstood what type of Messiah Jesus would be.

· It points in the same direction as Ezekiel’s sign in the valley of dry bones. Death is no match for the power of God’s contagious aliveness. 

· It’s about whether the message of God has anything to say in the face of deathliness, of lost causes, of decimated hope.

As the Apostle Paul put it in our second reading, the One “who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.” We no longer consider our mortality in the same way. 
The One “who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies.”

Jesus’ invitation - we stop breathing in the stale fearful spirit of the death-denying but death constricted world around us and allow the Spirit of the living God to be breathed into us instead and we begin growing into that aliveness.
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