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“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.”


Many of us have heard of this “I am” proclamation from Jesus before, especially at funeral or memorial services.  Throughout the Gospel John, there are 6 other “I am” statements that are identified for not only who Jesus is but more importantly who we are in relation to our Heavenly Father through Christ.  The other “I am” statement characterized Jesus as the Bread of Life, the Light of the World, the Door, the Good Shepherd, the Way, the Truth and the Life, and last but certainly not least, the True Vine.    

Our text today invites us to focus on perhaps the most important one “I am the Resurrection and the Life”.  This “I am” statement offers us a sense of hope and assurance that we belong to Christ as long as we believe Him and the One who had sent Him.  Christ’s death and resurrection bridged the living and the dead.  

In our Gospel lesson today, John invited all of the readers to the funeral of one of Jesus’s closest families of Mary, Martha and their  brother Lazarus.  Now, we’re not quite sure of the nature of Lazarus’ illness, all we know is that he had been very gravely ill for a while.  There was a great sense of urgency on Mary’s part hoping that perhaps Jesus would be able to see her brother one last time.  However, that didn’t seem to be the case for Jesus.  But upon hearing the words that His beloved Lazarus was dying, Jesus even waited 2 more days before he responded to his disciples “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.  Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him."
  Wake him up?  This is life and death we’re talking about!!!

Many of his disciples were shocked of how Jesus responded to this urgent need, especially someone whom He loved.  Didn’t he even care?  We could sense the confusion, anguish, and even anger towards Jesus from both Mary and Martha.  In their minds, both of them kept thinking if Jesus had come earlier, their little brother would not have died, although they didn’t quite come out and blame Jesus for their brother’s untimely death.  

Nevertheless Jesus knew exactly what was going on.  This moment wasn’t about Lazarus and his earthly death, but more importantly it was about the people’s reluctant disbelief and embrace of life eternal through Christ.  

Without a doubt, Jesus felt the human loss just like anyone else would, including you and me.  He wept
 his sympathizing tears alongside with Mary and Martha.  He turned to Martha and asked her if she believes in the greater miracle of God and who He was?  Martha responded by declaring, “Yes, LORD, I believe that you ARE the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  

Once again, like the woman-at-the-well, we notice that God used the voice of another woman in order to proclaim the arrival of the true Messiah.  Unfortunately, many people including Jesus’ disciples were still unsure about who Jesus was and what His mission was.  They still didn’t get it!  They were blinded not only in their eyes but in their heart with their disbelief and their lack of faith.  


While many only focused their attention upon the physical and earthly lives, Jesus was more concerned about the spiritual and eternal life.  The disciples feared of their own welfare and survival while failing to allow God to work in their lives.  They feared of their own safety of having to go back to Judea see a dying man, because they had just escaped that region after they were nearly stoned out of town by an unwelcomed crowd.  In fact, Thomas, who would be famously known for his disbelief of Jesus’s resurrection, mocked that they would also go and die alongside with Lazarus.
  

Perhaps Thomas was so emotionally caught up with the present life and the fear of losing it all, he had failed to see the promised possibility of new life that God has offered only through Christ.  Like many today, Thomas has gotten his eyes fixed on the past and the present, instead of the future.  


Remember last week, we talked about how we human look upon our outward appearance but God looks upon our inward faith.  Jesus used this opportunity to turn it into yet another teaching moment for his disciples.  The focus here was on the spiritual enlightenment of what is to come rather than the physical blindness or of death of the past.  

By the time Jesus and his disciples arrived, it had already been four days since Lazarus had died.  The body had begun to give off stench, even with proper treatment with perfume and anointment.  But instead of focusing on what’s inside the tomb, which represented death and lifelessness, Jesus wanted his disciples (and to us today) to focus on what’s good coming out of this…and he meant that literally coming out of the tomb…..of life and hope through belief.  “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?”

When Jesus came to the tomb, he spoke into the grave and ordered the dead man Lazarus to come out, after he had already been buried for 4 days.  The dead man came out, with his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth.  Jesus spoke into the spirit of this dead man who had just come alive “Unbind him” Jesus said, “and let him go!”
 

Those are powerful commands of casting out the spirit of death and an invitation into the spirit of life abundance and hope for all of us.  The Spirit gives us life to the seemingly lifeless body and piles of dry bones, as we read in our Old Testament reading earlier from Ezekiel.  God breathed the Spirit into us and we become full of life once again giving glory to God to the highest.


Come to think of it, how many layers of shrouds are we being bound like Lazarus that has kept us in the grave?   Often times we find ourselves of clinging on to our past and our tradition.  We refused to let go when God is challenging us “to move on and to sing a new song!”  As the Psalmist declared, “O sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth.  2 Sing to the LORD, bless his name; tell of his salvation from day to day.  3 Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples.  4 For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; he is to be revered above all gods.


Earlier this week, I participated in a meeting of an Administrative Commission, on behalf of the NYC Presbytery.  This Commission was charged with the effort of dissolving one congregation and integrating them into another congregation who are within very close proximity of each other.  After many months (if not years) of prayerful discernment, both congregations felt that the Holy Spirit is prompting their hearts to join in mission with one another.  


Both the Bay Ridge United Church and the 4th Avenue Presbyterian Church sought this win-win opportunity for joint mission, to consolidate and to strengthen God’s gifts and resources for the glory of God’s church.  They have put aside the “survival” mentality and moved along towards the greater sense of mission and purpose for God’s Kingdom.  Both congregations saw this as an opportunity of growth for the future rather than a sense of loss of the past.  Ever since February of this year, both groups have been worshipping and fellowship together as one body, even though technically and logistically they were still separate.  

Our committee met with individuals from both of those churches.  We listened to many of their joys and celebrations, as well as concerns, fears and uncertainties.  Invariably they saw themselves as faithful life seeking body rather than a pile of dry bones.  Overall, we look forward to this process to be a liberating and a faithful one as it springs new life of what is to come, instead of dwelling on the past.  

As the LORD spoken to the people through the prophet Isaiah, “You are my witnesses and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and believe me and understand that I am he.”
  18 Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.”  “For I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”
  Our God is a faithful God.

The Spirit that was spoken into our heart is an unbinding one.  It liberates us and gives us freedom to re-imagine what seemed to be impossible, possible.  The Spirit of God breathes new life into us through our pulses of discernment.  As the Apostle Paul shared with the early church in Corinth that “we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.”


Jesus invoked the Holy Spirit to unbind the shrouds of the resurrected Lazarus, one layer at a time.  In the same way the Spirit also invites us to let go of our restrictions and fears that often binds us.  The Spirit re-connects the various members of the body and re-kindles the vibrancy and life into those dry bones and lifeless bodies.  

As we are about to enter into the Holy Week with the season of Easter upon us, may we be challenged daily to listen fervently to the Spirit in prayers and to discern God’s calling among us.  May the Spirit unbinds us and sets us free.  


Out of God’s eternal mercy and providence, God will do in accordance to God’s plan.  God will breathe new life into God’s people and God’s ministry here on earth.  Gob will bind us with His sinews and ligaments that unite us as one body, one faith, one Lord, and one baptism.  


In a moment we will be coming before this table of grace and freedom, as the Spirit provided.  Every time we are gathered before the Lord’s Table, we remember not only what Christ has commanded us – to love one another, as He washed our feet and shared the last meal with us.  We remember that Christ gave up of His own body so that we may live and have life in abundance.  Whenever 2 or 3 are gathered as in Christ’s name, Christ is here among us.  

Friends, this is what binds us together as a living body through Christ.  This is a table of joyful feast and celebration of who we are Christ’s body bound together by the Spirit and of the Spirit.  “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”
  

In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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