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As my last sermon of this resurrection season, I thought I would look at the story of Lazarus.  This is not the last day of Easter this year, but other things get in the way – like vacation and guest preachers and Mother’s Day in two weeks.  I’m going to take a risk today and invite you into my personal resurrection journey this year.  It’s risky because I am liable to cry.  But you have dealt with that well over the last year since my sister died, over this last several years as some of your loved ones have passed away and entered heaven.  
The scripture for today takes place before the death and resurrection of Jesus.  It was the last miracle of Jesus, and many believe it was the foreshadowing of Jesus death and resurrection that was to come, just a couple of weeks after this story.  We are invited into the family of some very special friends of Jesus.  Mary, Martha and Lazarus were brother and two sisters who often hosted Jesus and the disciples when they visited in Jerusalem.  Our story picks up just as Jesus arrives from Galilee to Bethany knowing that Lazarus has died and was buried a few days prior.  It is the story of raw grief from the sisters and friends.  Jesus’ own grief was captured in the famous two word verse “Jesus wept.”  The first part of the scripture is a lesson in how to deal with loss and how to look forward in hope to God’s promised union in heaven after this life.  The second part of the scripture in which Lazarus was raised from the dead, points forward to the resurrection of Jesus and the gift of new life which is promised for all who believe. 
While all of this is interesting as a Bible story and inspiring to think about the meaning of resurrection and the eternal life that is to come in heaven, and while it certainly reflects the power of God to make anything possible and the grace of Jesus to offer that gift to all, I came to this scripture a little differently this year.  I was thinking about Lazarus.  I was thinking about what it must have been like for him to die and to be raised back to life. And to live on, we don’t know how long after this miracle, but perhaps many years as witness to the power of Jesus Christ.  I’m not the first person to think about this – perhaps you have.  There are countless wonderful songs and stories from the perspective of Lazarus.  And especially, considering what that last line means, “Unbind him and let him go.”  What does it mean in this life to be freed by Jesus? – unbound and let go.

Here comes the very personal part of the sermon.  Most of you know, I have been bound by grief this year.  Many of you have experienced that overwhelming pressure when you have lost a loved one – that constriction and restriction, that feeling that you may not be able to breathe.  You certainly don’t know how to go on.  But there is awareness that you must find a way to continue to live.  When we lose someone we love deeply – life changes forever.  And as most of you know, it doesn’t happen instantly, or it might not even completely happen ever.  But God does offer new life.
That’s the thing about resurrection.  It’s not that suddenly you are alive again the way you were before.  In fact, absolutely everything has changed.  With the resurrection of Jesus, the entire world changed forever.  And when we are resurrected in the last day in heaven for eternity, we will not be the same. Not the same body.  Not the same understanding.  Rather we will be united with God and made perfect by God’s grace.  
For Lazarus, I began to wonder what was different for him.  He died.  But he wasn’t in heaven.  He was back in this world trying to live again.  How was Lazarus changed by this miraculous resurrection in this world?  And how did he learn to move forward and take the next faithful steps before him?  Because we see from scripture that just over a week later Jesus died and rose from the dead.  We speculate what might have happened to Lazarus and Mary and Martha.  The Bible really doesn’t tell us.  All we know for sure is that when Lazarus emerged from the tomb, he was alive, but changed forever.  When Lazarus emerged he was still bound by the grave cloths.  Unbind him and let him go, Jesus said.  That was more than unwrapping fabric, more than a one time experience.  Unbind him and let him go.  I think Jesus was saying Lazarus will need some help re-entering this new life he has been given.  Jesus called his friends to help Lazarus peel back the layers of grief and death, to help Lazarus learn how to walk freely and fully, and to go where he needed to go.  Lazarus needed community to help him learn how to live again.  So it is for all of us.  

None of us have died and been brought back to life.  But all of us have already been given new life in Jesus Christ.  Sometimes in grief or at other times in life, it feels like death.  And certainly our old life is ended.  We are changed forever.  When we emerge from grief or loss or suffering or devastation or sorrow of any kind, we are not immediately free.  Resurrection is real.  Yes.  New life is real.  But we still need help holding on to that new life, moving into that new way, receiving the gifts of grace God has given.  Resurrection is a gift of God.  New life is not only possible, it is promised.  And sometimes for some of us that new life comes in this world when everything is changed and anything is possible.  
In many ways this year, I have felt like Lazarus emerging from the grave.  The life I knew before my sister died is over.  My old life is completely gone.  I had to figure out how to breathe again, how to walk again, how to live again in this new life God had given. Thankfully, I knew God was with me.  Blessedly, I had you and other friends and family to help me – to pull back the layers that tied me to the grave, and to help me to recognize God’s grace around us. Those of you who have experienced this kind of grief and resurrection know that I still have a few grave cloths wrapped around me and I continue to need help emerging into this new life.  But I am ready for a resurrection and I hold on to the promises of God.  I will also add that if you are experiencing this kind of struggle, please don’t do it alone.  Please talk to me or to someone else.  Jesus knows we can’t do it alone. Jesus calls friends to help.  We need others to help unbind us and lead us to freedom.  
But here’s the thing – ten months into my death and resurrection – I begin to experience that new life Christ has promised.  I see the signs – Perhaps you have seen it too.   See the signs of life promised by God - in an Easter filled with joy, in gardens of blooming life, in friendships sustained, and in some kind of breath of fresh air moving around us in this very room.  God is alive.  The Spirit blows refreshing winds.  Jesus offers us new life and shows us the way to find it.  We are unbound from all that holds us back.  We are free to live in God’s grace and share God’s love in a million different ways.  Experience God’s gift of resurrection and new life even here, even now.  Hear this amazing and unbelievable grace – we have been given new life in Jesus Christ.  Anything is possible.  Live into that hope.  And rejoice this day.  Live in love tomorrow.  Whatever lies before you, God will carry you.  Jesus will make your path straight.  Live in this resurrection hope of new life in Jesus Christ our Savior.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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