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

Do we live on after our physical death? If, while we are still alive, our memory fades… to the point when we no longer recognise our relatives, or can express our thoughts as clearly as we might once have done, has our personality disappeared too, so we are in a kind of living death? 
These are key questions for every generation, but especially for us in the 21st century, because there are now 36 million people living with a dementia, worldwide, and that number is set to double in two decades, according to the World Alzheimer Report. 
What does the Bible say to help us answer such difficult questions? These passages today have a great deal to say to us and they give us hope. In Old Testament times Hebrews believed God breathed us into life; that we each have the divine spark within us because God made humanity in his own image.

Never mind the state of one’s mental faculties then, or whether one was able to respond articulately - so long as you had breath, you were fully human. The question for us: “what makes us a human being?” has been coloured by Greek thought- Plato’s distinction between body and soul- and a philosopher, like Descartes, pronouncing “I think, therefore I am.” But if you can’t think- enough to string a coherent sentence together any longer- to what extent are you diminished as a human being? 

Hebrew thinking developed with the prophets speaking as messengers from God about a time at the end of all time when the dead would be raised- (key passages are Daniel Chapter 12- “you shall rise for your reward at the end of time”-  and this one from Ezekiel). From school-days we’ll remember singing “Dem bones, dem bones, dem dry bones.” Ezekiel’s is a wonderful picture of God laying sinews and flesh upon dusty old bones and breathing life into skeletons. 

By the Old Testament times of the two books of Maccabees, when Jews were fighting Greeks and the most righteous were dying young, (often unimaginably violent deaths)… there had been a shift from at first believing there was no life after death for individuals, and that the only way we lived on was through our offspring, (through sons notably)… to a real sense (thanks to the influence of Greek thought) that the soul did go on… that life beyond the grave was indeed a distinct possibility.    

You could argue that there had always been room in Hebrew thought for the concept of an after life because they had such a strong belief that God loves his people, that despite God’s judgement there would still be a future for God’s people; people redeemed and restored. It didn’t take too much of a shift in that case to see the argument not only applying to a whole people… but to each precious, much-loved individual.
Ezekiel Chapter 37 depicts just such a future in these graphic terms of a pile of bones rising from dust to form an army, a vast multitude: “I will place you on your own soil, then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.” 

When, in the New Testament, we meet Jesus- delaying going to see Lazarus who is gravely ill- we are about to witness what St John regards as Jesus’ seventh and last great sign that he is indeed God’s Son, the image of God himself on earth.

Jesus claims he can give people new, eternal, spiritual life… and here is the proof. Ahead lies his own death and resurrection. Jesus knows that Lazarus will die- but death will not have the last word. It is for the “glory” of God, and so that the disciples will believe. 
The atmosphere of the story is highly emotionally-charged. We have that shortest verse in the Bible- “Jesus wept.” We have the extraordinary faith of the sisters, Martha and Mary, and as Jesus is “deeply moved” with anger at the tyranny of death claiming his friend, he bids him come out of the tomb and defeats “the last enemy.” 
The raising of Lazarus is, strictly speaking, a re-vivification, not a resurrection, because Lazarus presumably went on in later life to die a normal death? But the raising of Lazarus is still decisive- for faith and life on the one hand, for hatred and death on the other. In the Easter story we are retelling… it is just a little while now till Passover when Jesus’ own “hour” will come. He is a wanted man. 
Jesus was on their hit list because the Pharisees would not believe their eyes or ears. They would not see what the people- amazed by the healings and miracles were thrilled to take at face value- because such events, such claims, created terrible problems for the Pharisees, no matter how they looked at it. Whether Jesus was speaking for God, or instead of God he was way out of order; claiming equality with a God who has no equals. The way they saw it there was only one great I AM, and Jesus was not it.

What they failed to see was that Jesus was not claiming equality with God, but intimacy with Him. Jesus’ own being was so wrapped up in the being of God that when he says “I am” there is no difference between the two. When you look at him you see God. Not because he has taken God’s place but because, as one Christian writer has put it: “He is the clear window God has glazed in to flesh and blood- the porthole between this world and the next, the passageway between heaven and earth.”
On another Friday afternoon soon I shall take Holy Communion to the mental health unit of a Brendoncare home, in Alton. So when I came across an account of a woman priest who also ministers to people with a dementia in care homes I was intrigued to see how she regards this part of her work. Barbara Brown Taylor’s account,  has much to say about our hope in Christ’s resurrection… come what may.
“One of the hardest things I do is to celebrate communion at a local nursing home,” she writes. “I go from chair to chair patting some of them awake asking them if they want the bread and wine. It is one of the hardest things I do because sometimes I doubt the power of the sacrament to break through their fog. I say all the comfortable words and wonder if anyone hears them. I stand there with my arms raised over the bread and wine and suspect that I might as well be flying a kite.” 

“The last time… volunteers warned me that everyone’s medication was wearing off…My congregation were more awake than usual but they were also more vocal… In a bid for attention I clapped my hands and asked them to choose the gospel lesson for the day.”

“What shall I read from the Bible this afternoon?” I asked them. “What part would you like to hear?” The commotion lessened long enough for one old woman’s broken voice to be heard above it. “Tell us a resurrection story,” she said. I never saw who it was but as her words settled down over the room, the movers and shakers held still for moment and the sleepers opened their eyes.

“Yes” someone else said, and then someone else. “Yes. Tell us a resurrection story.”

“The Bible tells us stories we need and want to hear- stories to help us live, stories to help us die, and stories to help us believe we shall live again. Listening to them we are called into relationship with the One who tells them to us. Believing them, we are changed. The living words of God heal our hurts and soften our hearts, they clear  our vision and guide our feet. Like a lifeline strung from the beginning of time to the end, they show us a way through all the storms of culture, nature and history. They show us the way to the Word beyond all our words, in whose presence we shall be made eloquent at last.”           
( “The Preaching Life,” by Barbara Brown Taylor, Cowley Publications 1993)

