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John 11:1-45
The bravest people I know are not the ones who jump out of airplanes with only a parachute on their back, or off cliffs with nothing but an elastic cord; or who, while strapped tight into a race car, fly around tracks at 200 mph, as scary as those things are.  


The bravest people I know are not the ones who rescue us from danger, like our valiant firefighters and police – or even the incredibly selfless and courageous medical community during our current crisis.  
 The bravest people I know are not even our intrepid soldiers around the world, defending freedom.    


All of these and more are among the bravest, but they are not the bravest people I personally know.  

Instead, the bravest people I know are ordinary people who, when confronted with the nearness of their death, face up to it with courage and grace. 

In a sense, of course, that includes all of those mentioned above, for in one way or another they demonstrate a willingness to put their lives on the line.   


But, in a more particular and immediate sense, and in one much more familiar not just to me but perhaps also to you, I am thinking about people who learn that they have only a short time left on this earth – particularly the terminally ill – and who bravely up to that inexorable reality.  


As a minister, I have seen incredible examples of peace and serenity on the faces of such people, and looking back I believe they are, each and every one, the bravest people I know. 

“Brave” I say, because as we all know, death is humanity’s greatest and most fundamental fear.  


We fight against it, we pretend it won’t happen for us, and we spend most of our lives denying it.

My friend Randy and I were talking this week.  


What are preaching about? he asked.


Death, I said.

Boy, that will be keep ‘em tuned in.


It’s such a bummer.  It’s so “not right.”  Can’t exercise and eating well and modern science save us?  The late comedian Redd Foxx once quipped: “Health nuts are going to feel stupid someday, lying in hospitals, dying of nothing!”

Roberto Bondi reflects on the experience of her mother’s death.  When word got out that she was dying, people quietly began to avoid her.  It was as if she had done something wrong, being diagnosed with a terminal disease.  

“The unspoken claim of our culture,” she writes, “is that we can live forever if only we exercise, lose weight, eat healthily and avoid smoking.  We live with the burden of believing that it is abnormal – or someone’s fault – when people age, are incapacitated or have health problems.  

“I wish I had a dollar for every person who responded to the news of my mother’s death from emphysema, not with ‘I’m so sorry,’ but ‘Oh, did he smoke?’”

In fairness, we really don’t know what to say, death is that difficult a topic.  Sometimes words just won’t come: the only time Jesus ever broke down in the Bible was today, when he wept over the death of his friend, Lazarus.  He was going to miss him.  

Death is hard on Jesus; death is hard on us.
But it does not have the last word.  

Our faith, our whole system of belief points to this simple truth:  in Jesus Christ, death, once and for all, has been defeated, and in its place, God has put life, abundant life, eternal life, life beyond death.

And if I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t be standing up here in this strange robe talking to you this morning.  But I do believe this, and I want you to believe it as well, the glad and good news that in Jesus Christ, death has been defeated and has been replaced with abundant and eternal life.

The truth is, like everyone else, I sometimes need to be reminded of that truth.  But that’s the gist of this sermon.  I am!  I am by the very brave people I’ve known who were able to throw off the fear of death and replace it with confidence and grace and serenity.

I would leave their homes, or walk out of their hospital rooms, and I be amazed:  How can one ever be so serene and at peace at such a time?


Maybe the secret, maybe the answer, may be found in our ability to change our mind about death.”  Maybe the answer lies in our ability to begin to look at “humanity’s primal fear” as something not to be feared at all.


What would it be like for us to lose our fear of death?  

What would it be like to be able to look upon death, something that one day we will all face, not as a dreaded and final closing, but as a next chapter – as a portal to a welcome new world?  Or, as Jesus puts it as a beautiful gate (John 10:7-10) – not the end of the line, but a new opening?
My uncle died a few years back.  He lived to be an old man, and died early one morning in the best possible way, in his sleep.

Thelma, his sitter who was right there with him, called to tell us the news.  “He took the morning train,” she said.  I just love that.  For him, death wasn’t an end but a new beginning, a new journey, just as it will be for us.  

There’s a little-known play by Eugene O’Neill called “Lazarus Laughed,” based on today’s biblical character, Lazarus.  It begins where today’s Bible text ends, with the first moments of the resurrected Lazarus’ life.  

As the curtain goes up, out Lazarus staggers from the dark, squinting into the bright sunlight.  He changes from his grave clothes, hugs Jesus, Martha and Mary, and anyone else he can find – and then this man, who was resurrected from the dead, commences to laugh.  

It is not a derisive laugh, or one inflected with contempt.  Instead O’Neill calls for soft laughter, a profound assertion of the joy of living, “so full of a complete acceptance of life…so devoid of all self-consciousness or fear, that it is like a great bird song triumphant in the depths of the sky, proud and powerful, infectious with love, casting on the listener an enthralling spell.”  


The resurrected Lazarus with a look of childlike wonder, moving all around the stage, checking out everything there is to see and sense, the sky, the ground which he softly pats, the trees – very careful so as not to miss anything, as if he is seeing everything for the first time, as if he is seeing things as they truly are.  



And all the while, he keeps repeating, “There is no death.”


That’s the gift of Jesus Christ – the ability to laugh in the face of death – ultimately to say, “There is no death.”  


Which is not to say that we do not die, but that death has no ultimate power over us.  


“I will die,” wrote Emily Dickinson, “but that is all I will do for death.”


What happened to Lazarus is what we all have to look forward to – a day when crying and pain will be no more (Revelation 21:4), to be replaced by joy and gladness…and laughter.

For to live life well, to serve Jesus with confidence, to lose our lives in order to gain them, to finally let go of our paralyzing fear of death.  
Back in 1973, noted cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker wrote a book that quickly became a classic, The Denial of Death.  Building on the works of Soren Kierkegaard among others, Becker argues that human civilization is ultimately an elaborate, symbolic defense mechanism against the knowledge of our mortality.  Confronted with this knowledge, we spend our lives doing what we can to fight against it, to ward it off, to forestall it.  It becomes our chief preoccupation.  

But suppose we were to accept our mortality instead of denying it.  
No one wants to die, and Becker isn’t arguing that we should somehow accelerate our deaths.  Instead, he imagines that instead of spending our lives denying it, we come to terms with it.  When we do, he says, something special happens.  
“How sweet it (is)…to let go of the colossal burden of a self-dominating, self-forming life” he writes, “to relax one’s grip on one’s own center, and to yield passively to a supreme power and authority – and what joy in such yielding: the comfort, the trust, the relief in one’s chest and shoulders, the lightness in one’s heart.”
It sounds to me like he is describing what happens when we laugh.

Laughing in the face of death.

Laughing at death.

Now that, my friends, is biblical.

“I am the resurrection and the life,” Jesus said to Martha that day so long ago, shortly before he raised Lazarus from the dead.  “Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

There it is, then and now, words about death that are actually words of life.  

But then Jesus looks Mary in the eye, just as he does this morning with us, and asks a key question, the key which will unlock the peace we so desperately seek.

“Do you believe this?”
Death does not have the last work for disciples of Jesus Christ.

Do we believe this?
Then let us go…and with confidence and faith, and not fear, serve the Lord each day with gladness.  
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