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Sermons for Lent 5, Maundy Thursday and Easter Day, 2002

The Very Rev Michael J. Pitts, Dean and Rector.

Fifth Sunday of Lent

The readings and themes of the liturgy of Lent mostly lead us to contemplate future suffering and death, whether physical or metaphorical, and to embrace it, indeed in some cases to seek it, calmly, courageously and with determination, in the faith of the resurrection.

Take up your cross, and follow Christ

Nor think till death to lay it down,

For only those who bear the cross

May hope to wear the glorious crown.
 

Let your church be the wheat, which bears its fruit in dying

If we have died with him, we shall live with him,

If we hold firm, we shall reign with him. 

But today’s readings
 are different.  They ask us to put ourselves in the position where the death has already happened. The bones in the valley are very dry, and the story tells us that Lazarus has been dead for a long time, so long that Martha fears the body is already decomposing.

I want, in a moment, to look at some other narrative similarities in these stories, but first I want to draw your attention to the always remarkable humanness of John’s Gospel. Some of you may be aware of the work of  Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, in helping us to understand the process of dying. Her research showed her that, both those who approach death, and those who are close to the dying, almost always go through five emotional and spiritual stages. The first is denial: this is not happening. Then comes anger: why is this happening to me? Anger is followed by bargaining: I will do anything to have this disaster taken from me? The failure of bargaining leads to depression, but that, finally, in a good death, gives way to acceptance. See how each of these is to be seen in the Lazarus story.

Denial: “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep”.
Anger “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died”.
Bargaining “But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him”
Depression “Jesus began to weep”

Acceptance “Lazarus is dead”.

They do not occur in quite that order: the narrative points us in another direction. But all are present.

Kübler-Ross’s work and research was among those who were physically dying, but in pastoral work, we notice these same stages in those who are going through the metaphorical or figurative deaths. These may be experiences of rapid change in organisations and institutions. They may be changes of direction, understanding or status in individual life. It may be the experience of passing to a new stage and phase of life, leaving behind childhood, growing older or having the children leave home. We see the same spiritual and emotional path in those who are suddenly unemployed, or made refugees, or who see everything around them, which gave them identity and meaning, crumbling before their eyes.

It is in the context of this metaphorical or figurative death that I want to think about the two stories of the Valley of the Dry bones and Lazarus, for it seems to me, that especially when the liturgy places them side by side, this is where our meditation should lead. I want to suggest that when we are faced with the death of institutions, organisations, societies and lifestyles, and when we are making our way through the stages of adjusment and mourning, these stories offer us the hope that there is a way through, a way beyond, the finality of Kübler-Ross’s fifth stage. 

First, however, I want to note  important narrative similarities in the stories.  Both involve a co-operation between divine energy and human activity in bringing about new life in the face of death.  In the  story of the Valley of Dry Bones, Ezekiel does not merely see the miracle of the bones: he has to take action, he has to be implicated in the process: 

 "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." 

Ezekiel’s action combines with God’s power to restore life to a situation in which death reigned supreme. In the story of Lazarus we read:

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.”

Jesus requires human assistance to conquer death. Even more remarkable is the passage which soon follows:

(Jesus) 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." 

Even after raising Lazarus from the dead, Jesus still requires the work of the community to complete the miracle and to restore him to full humanity.

I believe that these two stories, understood as related to figurative death, are very apposite to our situation today. We are going through a process of death. As in the time of Ezekiel, the world, society, its institutions and organization, the faith and the church that we knew, even as late as the fifties and sixties, are no more. The news-grabbing events of the terrorist attack in the United States, and the subsequent reactions, may seem of enormous consequence, but really they are no more than a little blip in this huge process of change. Many of us, faced with all this, are at some stage in the Kübler-Ross process of reacting to the death and disintegration of all we have known. Some, perhaps without fully knowing it, may be unhealthily stuck in one phase of the process, and need help in coming through. But once we have come to accept where we are, in the valley of the dry bones or in the tomb with the dead Lazarus, then we can look for resurrection, we can hope for the spirit to blow, we can strain to hear the cry, "Lazarus, come out!”

But even as we feel the spirit beginning to blow, even as we hear cry to come out of the tomb, we are still bound. That which binds us individually may be sickness of psyche or of spirit. That which binds us communally may be attachment to the ways of the past, unwillingness to let go of what once helped, but now impedes the redemptive work of God in the world.  The church is bound by its buildings, often by its theology and structure, by the attitudes of its members, by the complacency or worse of it leaders. These individual and communal bindings may inter-react and reinforce each other. So, even as the spirit blows and voice calls, we still need to be unbound and we  need the whole community’s help in the unbinding.

As I draw these meditations to a close, I want to suggest that part of the unbinding will be a new view and understanding of what comprises the community that helps to unbind us.  We often define the community for ourselves as those who are like-minded and like us.  Others, even those taking part in the same liturgy, are invisible to us.  But they are those who will unbind us and bring us freedom and new life and humanity. Remember the story of the Good Samaritan.  But I suggest our renewed vision of the community does not stop there. The whole community that unbinds us will include those of other faiths and those on the other side of the world. 

The church may seem to be dead and bound up.  We may feel to be walking through the valley of the shadow of death in this period in history.  But the dry bones can live again. Lazarus can walk free. And so can we

Maundy Thursday

The work of sociologists, social historians, anthropologists and archaeologists has shown us that cult, worship, liturgy, or call it what we will, has been at the heart of most societies, most civilizations. People gather together, often in a religious mode, but sometimes in other modes, to share the story of the group, to affirm their identity, to express their solidarity. Whether it is dancing to the beat of the drum around the sacred fire, whether it is the prayer of the mosque or the temple, whether it is the celebration of the Eucharist, or the rhythmic chanting of Go Habs Go, the same thing is going on. Human beings seem to be irreducibly “religious”.

At the end of the cold war, I was working as the representative of the Anglican Communion in the Soviet Union. There, for three generations, religion had been derided and strongly discouraged. It had not been banned, as was often believed in the west. The constitution of the Soviet Union granted freedom of religion, but the practice of religion was hedged about with many restrictions. Churches, often magnificent buildings, were demolished to make way for roads and modern buildings. (I speak now primarily of Christianity, with which I was in contact, but both Islam and Buddhism as well as Shamanism, were important components of the religious scene in that huge country and were similarly discouraged.) It would have been almost impossible to be an open member of the church and to attend university, or to pursue any career more than menial work. No teaching, charitable action or pastoral work was allowed outside the church building. But the liturgy continued. I noted two things. Very early on in the soviet experiment, the authorities found they needed to build wedding palaces, and to provide secular equivalents for rites of birth, coming of age, marriage and death. Secondly, and more importantly the churches were crowded. There was little need to fear the problem of standing for a three or more hour-long liturgy. You were constantly supported, physically, by the press of people on every side. It was sometimes difficult to make room to lift your arm to make the sign of the cross at the appropriate places. And when the soviet experiment crumbled the church stood strong, ready to resume its place in society.

What soviet discouragement and repression failed to achieve, was, here in the West, much more successfully accomplished by rational philosophy, technology, and the myth that all human need and desire could be fulfilled by science. The liturgy of the church, or of the organisations of other religions, has been much more successfully replaced by the cinema, television, sport, interest-group conventions and leisure activities.  But it is not hard to se that the same objective is being pursued. People gather together to share the story of the group, to affirm their identity, and to express their solidarity.

Successful as rationalism, science and technology have been, however, they, like the soviet system, have never been able totally to eclipse the need for religious liturgy. There is a realisation that the story, the identity and the solidarity are incomplete if they do not account for the spiritual dimension of life and experience. There are many signs in our society that there is again a search for meaning which includes the spiritual dimension.  We see it in film, literature, theatre, music and the arts. We see it, though often, I fear, in a misguided way, in a quest for spirituality in the business world. It is a hunger, which, if we seek to understand it aright, and act accordingly, can lead to a revival of interest in a changed and renewed church.

On this night, each year, we gather to tell a particular part of our fundamental story. It is the account which lies at the basis of the liturgy of the church down through the ages and across the world. That night while eating with his friends, Jesus took bread, blessed and broke it, and then shared it, saying “This is my body, broken for you”. Then, in the same way, he took a cup of wine and said “This is my blood, shed for you”.

The earliest church was a Jewish community. The heart of the Jewish story was the account of Passover, and the foundational events of the Christian way occurred at the time of the Passover celebration.  But it was only a couple of generations before Jerusalem was destroyed, and out of that destruction arose twin religions, Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity. For the Jewish community, the synagogue and Passover became the centre of religious observance, and the decoration and reading of the scrolls of the law took on many aspects of the sacrificial worship of the Temple. For Christians, meeting for several generations in private houses or borrowed buildings, the heart was the telling of the story, which eventually became crystallized into the Canon of Scripture, and the celebration of the meal of bread and wine, which for them also took on the meaning both of the Passover supper and of the Temple sacrificial worship. And that has been the heart of the worship of the church ever since.

Perhaps in this historical process, together with the restrictions which St Paul had to place on worship in Corinth, when it had become a little in the wild side, we have lost something important.  Crossan and others have shown that the common meal was central in the ministry of the historical Jesus. They have also demonstrated the importance of the openness of that meal to all, and how that very openness (“Look he eats with tax gatherers and sinners”) was a source of shock at a cultural revolution. The origin of the Eucharist lies both in a Passover type celebration and in the open fellowship meal. The sacralizing tendency of the one has eclipsed the fellowship of the other.  It would be important to see that the refreshment time after Sunday worship, the daily meal at Grace Church, the muffins in our drop-in centre, and the end of the month lunch in Fulford Hall are all part of our eucharistic celebration.

That, of course, is not to deny the importance of the sacredness of worship. Living at a time when the greatest hunger seems to be for a spiritual dimension to life, I think it important that our celebration of liturgy should continue to be in a context of aesthetic beauty provided by our building, our music, our liturgical paraments and in other ways that we may need to develop.

But I believe that if we say firm, hold the course, continue to tell our story, affirm our identity and express our solidarity in worship, we shall find that we shall fulfil the needs of many more people than we see in the pews at present.

I have, however, one more reservation I wish to express. Since the fourth century it has been the ethos of the Christian world, supported and nourished by many scriptural passages, to claim that this is the only valid story. Other stories, and the others themselves, have been denied, denigrated, persecuted and killed in that belief. Now it is undeniable that the claim to uniqueness is etched into the whole basis of the Christian faith. But yet ours is an incarnational faith. That is to say, we believe that God has made himself known in a particular time, place and culture. And for me, at least, that implies that this knowledge of God has to be re-understood and reinterpreted in each time, place and culture.

Ours is a time, place and culture of pluralism, where our neighbour may be of any religion or of none.  We need, I believe to hear, understand and celebrate the other’s story. A narrow focus on our own which leads to cutting ourselves off from the other, and eventually to violence whether physical, verbal or emotional against the other, is I believe a denial of faith. A faith, which does not result in compassion, is a false faith of a false God.

And so it is appropriate that in the story and the drama of this night’s Eucharist, our attention is drawn to Jesus’ symbolic action of washing his disciples feet. Tonight the presiding priest washes your feet.  By this symbol, and by the words of this liturgy, we are challenged to live lives which proclaim in word and action, love, understanding, service and compassion for our neighbour, whether in the next block or on the other side of our global village.

Easter Day

We live our lives in a nest of intersecting cycles. There is the earth’s cycle of day and night, fitting into the cycle of the moon, giving us our weeks and months. That in turn fits into the sun’s cycle, which gives our years and their seasons. There appear also to be lengthier cycles of global warming and cooling, not yet fully understood, but at least confusing the issue of global warming caused by human activity. Then there are the even larger, in fact unbelievably large, cycles of the birth and death of stars, which themselves fit into the cycle of big bang and final collapse. Physicists tell us that the beginning and end of this cycle are singularities beyond which it is impossible to pierce.

In the other direction is the cycle of life, vegetable, animal and human. Seen from a physical point of view it moves through birth, life death disintegration and absorption into new life. If I remember my biology correctly, it is called the carbon cycle, though those of us whom England and especially Yorkshire nourished, know it better from the song  “On Ilkla Moor bart t’hat”!

Human organization seems to mimic this cyclical nature of experience. Empires, cultures, societies and institutions are born, grow and decline. Perception of these cycles also changes. Until the seventeenth century of the Common Era, it would have been almost universally assumed that the world was in decline, moving further and further away from a golden age in the past. But the advent of the new learning, with its science and technology, turned that around, and at least until World War Two, the holocaust and Hiroshima, it was fairly confidently assumed that things were getting better and better. It was perhaps this more than anything else this technological optimism that eclipsed the appeal of medieval Christianity with its message that the present declining world would be replaced by a new world, and meanwhile we could all look forward to life beyond death.

The message of Easter, nevertheless, has often been, and still is, tied into this cyclical view of the world.  If you have looked in the Easter section of greeting card displays, I guess you will have seen more pictures of eggs, daffodils and rabbits, than of empty tombs.  A major difference in the modern age has been that, with the solipsistic concentration on my survival after death, the Resurrection has been presented primarily as the guarantee of my personal future.  Its significance as the first event in God’s creation of a new world has been almost completely forgotten..

But in the big picture, the Holocaust and Hiroshima have changed things round again.  We may not quite have returned to an image of the world as in decline. We may still have great confidence in the future possibilities of science and technology. But we cannot look back on those events, and others subsequent, without pondering on the presence of radical evil in the world. In the post 20th century view of the world, we are still aware the cycles of growth and decline in human life and institutions, but we tend to see the big picture, if we se a big picture at all, as one that is very confused, blurred and shaken.  And as we look at the smaller cycles, in the west generally, and in Quebec more particularly, we are certainly aware that the church is in decline. In Montreal, we are acutely aware of the decline of the Anglican Church.

Two weeks ago, I spoke  about the story of the raising of Lazarus  being symbolic of the possibility of new life rising out of the old, and of the church, like Lazarus, being unbound of the impedimenta which have brought us into this decline. Let me read a couple of sentences from that story:

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." …So they took away the stone. And Jesus…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." 

If we continue reading John’s Gospel, we find that he carefully contrasts that resurrection with the resurrection of Jesus. On the first Easter Day:

 (The other disciple) bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in.  Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus' head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself.

This little detail also occurs in Luke’s account, which read as our Gospel of our Eucharist this morning.

But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.

I believe that the tradition is signaling to us that there is an enormous and highly important difference between these two resurrections. The raising of Lazarus is an event within the world. It belongs to the small cycles of life and death, growth and decay.  It required human help as well as divine intervention to open the tomb, and then to unbind Lazarus. One can assume that Lazarus eventually died again a normal human death. It is therefore is a story about how we need to be unbound in this life, and given new life. It is a story about how our societies, institutions and churches need to be unbound in order to receive new life.

But the resurrection of Jesus, which we celebrate today, is of another kind. The stone is rolled away, and the bindings are left behind without human intervention, for this truly is God who has suffered for us and has risen. This is an event not within or bound by time and history. It shares with the beginning and end of the universe the mysterious nature of a singularity, which no human reason can understand, or no research uncover or define.

I want to suggest then that what we celebrate today is something far greater than anything that can be symbolized by eggs or rabbits or daffodils. They belong to the small cycles of winter and summer, birth and death, growth and decay, and their figurative counterparts in the rise and fall of societies, organizations and institution. Let them be symbols of the Lazarus resurrection.  That is not unimportant – indeed it is the kind of resurrection with which we need to be concerned in most of our day-to-day life. So don’t worry children: there will still be chocolate eggs at the end of our celebration!  

But we need to see Jesus’ resurrection in the greatest cycle we can imagine, the cycle of the creation and recreation of all that exists through all of time. Easter celebrates a mysterious mid- point of existence, in which the new creation begins while the old continues. It is an event both within and beyond time and history. What we see, with the disciples, is an empty tomb. What we experience, with the disciples, is the mysterious presence of the risen Christ among us. But the totality of this event is a singularity beyond either their comprehension or ours.

But we can realize, as did the Gospels, that this event points us to the source of all existence, the source of all power, beyond anything we can ever know or understand. Jesus resurrection enables us to see that this is truly the Word made flesh, a disclosure to us, in human terms of this unimaginable power, made known to us as creative, healing, loving and good. This is the power which turns water into wine, heals the sick, cures the lame, returns the outcast to the bosom of the community and raises Lazarus.  And although its totality is always beyond us, yet we are called to experience this power as the living Christ opens our eyes, heals our fragmented souls and societies and raises us from spiritual and organizational death. The creative and redemptive power of the almighty, loving God is that which fuels the smaller cycles, whether they be physical or figurative. Today we celebrate the gift of God, which guarantees that, however grim things may look now or at any time, we shall live again. We shall and can known this New Life powering our lives, powering the life of our societies and churches, the foretaste of the recreation of the universe. 

So, enjoy your eggs!

Christ is risen

He is risen indeed

Alleluia

� Common Praise, Hymn # 431


� The Book of Alternative Services, pg 213


� Ezekiel 37:1-14, Romans 8:6-11 and John 11:1-45





� Ezekiel 37:9 NRSV


� John 11: 38-39


� John 11:43-44 NRSV


� John 11:38 ff NRSV


� John 20:5   ff NRSV


� Luke 24:12 NRSV





