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I’m focusing on the “dry bones” story from the Hebrew Testament this morning but in today’s Greek Testament story, Lazarus, Jesus friend, is dying and his sisters send for Jesus.  Strangely it says, "though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was."

The situation was code blue but Jesus wasn't coming just yet. He was operating on his own time schedule, as always, and according to his own agenda. No one else's.

He paused because he had something important to communicate about the reality of death, and this will be our subject this morning.  
The way we humans look at death is complicated, to say the least.  It’s a conundrum as old as humanity.  

Maybe you know the old Persian fable of the servant who rushed to his master to report that he had seen Death (personified) in the market-place that very morning, and death had threatened him.  
Could he please borrow his master's fastest horse and flee to Teheran, a huge city he was sure he could easily hide in.  He thought he could get there by nightfall.  The master agreed, and off the servant sped.  That afternoon while buying vegetables in the town’s public market, the master saw Death.  "Why did you threaten my servant this morning?" said the master. 

"I didn't mean to threaten your servant,” said Death.  “I was just surprised to see him here, because I have an appointment to meet him this evening in Teheran."

Death in the Persian fable is a fact of life; something that will have its way with us no matter what we do.

Well, death is very much in the air in the story of Jesus stop in Bethany. He is out of the protection of Galilee and on his way to Rome-controlled Jerusalem where he may well be at the mercy of the authorities of the day.  The disciple, Thomas, says, sarcastically,  "Well let's go with him so we can all of us die together."  

Death visits them in Bethany, a suburb of Jerusalem, in the cold tomb of Lazarus.  Here Jesus gives a master's class on the subject.  

Lazarus’s sister, Martha cuts to the chase.  "Hey,” she says, “I know all that stuff about the resurrection of the dead on the last day.”  
She’s not interested in any pious talk about her brother having gone to a better place, or that its’ somehow God’s will. After all, without her brother what’s going to become of her and her sister?   She wants muscular answers she can trust. Who wouldn’t?

The Rev. Billy Graham used to tell of a time early in his ministry when he arrived in a small town to lead a crusade.  Wanting to mail a letter, he asked a young boy where he could find the Post Office.  When the boy told him, Dr. Graham thanked him and said, "If you'll come to the Baptist Church this evening you'll hear me telling everyone how to get to heaven."

"I don't think I'll be there," said the little boy, "You don't even know how to get to the Post Office."

Life without end?  What’s it worth anyway? I mean, think of it this way.  Thirteen years ago an 87 year-old billionaire named, David Murdock  (not Rupert Murdock – David) got in the news, chatting up his plan to live to be 125.  

He will turn 100 in two weeks and we will be hearing about him again.  
David is a pescatarian who downs 2 or 3 smoothies every day full of anti-oxidants.  He claims to have never had either a cold or a headache. Right. 
But I want to know what his life amounts to. I mean show me the money. Not your billions, David,  but what your life amounts to.
Here is what I am getting at – I’ve quoited Susan Ertz on this before. She has said, "Millions long for immortality who do not know what to do with themselves on a rainy Sunday afternoon."  What does that say?  

Fred Hoyle, the distinguished astronomer used to say, "I have no desire for eternal life.  If I had a choice, I think I would choose to live for more than 70 years. Perhaps I would choose to live for about 300, but not any more than that."

For some, death seems to be, if not a friend, at least a welcome relief.  But for the majority of people on this earth, death is an enemy, and it’s major weapon is fear.  
Malcomb Muggeridge once said that death has become for us “the dirty little secret that sex was for the Victorians.”  Death is the obscenity of our time.  It is the thing we refuse to mention. We do our best to stave off even the thought of it until it comes so near to us that we haven't any choice.

Now, there are always those rare plucky individuals who try various ways to demonstrate that they have made peace with it:  Some of them might say  "Well, everybody dies, but we live on in the memory of other people." 

That's true, to a degree, but only to a degree.  My father's father emigrated to this country from Scotland early in the last century and died at age 44. I imagine that outside of myself and one cousin, no one else ever thinks of him.  When the two of us are gone his memory will forever be erased.

Madeline L'Engle says that what we do affects the stars, and in some ways I believe that is true, each of our lives has a larger effect than any of us ever imagine. Still, such reasoning, if seen as a consolation in the face of apparent oblivion, smacks of a certain hollowness. 

We sense the emptiness of such rationalizations even as we say them.

So, back to the Greek Testament story. The Easter story begins in Bethany, not with Jesus, but with the story of someone much more like us -- Lazarus, in his tomb.  The story asks us to make up our minds about questions of life and death. 

Yes, and in the Hebrew Testament passage from Ezekiel, the prophet is led out to a wide valley with a view of a garbage dump full of bones.  It’s the detritus of our pandemic in a square mile.  Bleached, marrow-less, lifeless bones.  It's enough to silence the boldest of us, so forbidding is the scene.  And yet the prophet utters a question – 
a word broaching the subject of hope:  "Can these bones live?"  
He does not remain silent, as we probably would.  Looking at the bleached bones.  No, standing there before the tomb of all of humanity he asks, "Is this all there is?"

That question is at the heart of the Christian gospel and the truly crucial thing about it is that our attitude about death, whether it is our friend or enemy, has everything in the world to do with not only how we die, but also everything to do with how we live.  I mean, what will you choose to do on this (rainy) Sunday afternoon?  

One need only look at what Jesus said himself about the nature of the gift of life he has to offer.  It is not merely life unending.

Unending life could just as easily be hellish as heavenly.  Someone has said, "What's the point of having life eternal if it's like waiting forever in a railway station?"  (Maurice Boyd) Who would want such a thing?  People who are crazy about trains maybe, but that's all.  

No, Jesus says that what he comes to offer is "Abundant life" – a full life, life fertile with purpose and rich with possibility.

Note what Jesus doesn't say to Martha, "Believe and someday you’ll go to heaven and see your brother."  

No he says "everyone who LIVES and believe in me will never die.”  

Not those who merely believe in Jesus, but those who live will never die.  Those who really Live. Those who engage themselves most fully in living; they are the ones who act everyday as though the author of life has the final word over death.

That’s so in tune with the vision in Ezekiel – the bones come together, and sinews are put on them, even skin covers them, but ….. they still litter the ground.  
They need something more.  They require the breath of life.  

They need what we all need – inspiration -- purpose and meaning.  Something to get us out of bed in the morning.  

I once ran across the following personal ad:

"I'm a 58 year old woman with, doctors tell me, one year to live. I would like to spend that year doing something meaningful, interesting and fun.  I like C-Span, David Brooks,  New York Times Crosswords, Nina Totenberg, Gail Collins, and Nevada.  I don’t like . . .   Elon Musk, social media, Fundamentalists, or California.  I have limited stamina and resources.  Have you any ideas how I can spend this year making a difference?"

How delightful.  THERE is a woman after Jesus' heart -- a year in which to make a difference.  Go for it !  

Now, to end this discussion about the big question of existence, let’s pullback even farther and ask, what then, is life all about, 
knowing what we do about life and death.  
Rabbi Lawrence Kushner asked that question and gave the following answer in a whimsical kind of way –  He asked himself, if life was a game, what would it amount to?  What would the rules be, and here is his answer  --

The first rule of the game of life is that you cannot decide when to begin playing. One day, out of the blue, you realize that you're playing. 
Someone or something else determined when the game would begin. And it wasn't your parents. They may have known about the birds and the bees and even set out to conceive a child, but they didn't have a clue it was going to be you. 

And now that they've had a chance to meet you, while they most likely love you, they'd probably have picked someone else. In religious language,  this means that you are a creature. Someone else made you. And you are neither its partner,  nor its puppet: You are its manifestation, its agent, its child.

The second rule is that you cannot decide when to stop playing the game, either.  One day, out of the blue, you're dead. For a slogan on the box of the game of  "Life," we could use something I saw on a 
T-shirt: "Life: You're not going  to make it out alive!" 
That means there's no way you can win the game by staying in it forever. No matter how many points, toys, honors, conquests, dollars you accumulate,  sooner than anyone expects or wants, the game is abruptly over. You hear a little chime,  maybe a buzzer, the keyboard freezes, the screen goes blank. The game ends without  warning.
Nothing you acquire, accomplish, or believe will have any effect whatsoever on when the game ends. But there's good news: Dying does not mean you lose. It's what you do before  you die that determines whether or not you win when you die.

The third rule - just to keep you on your toes - is that each player is issued  apparently random, undeserved gifts and handicaps throughout the progress of the game.  Figuring out why you got the combination package you did transforms all disabilities into gifts, just as refusing to figure out why you were issued what you received transforms all  gifts into disabilities. My father used to say that all people are not created equal. Some get dealt a full house; others, a pair of twos. The question therefore is not whether you deserve the hand you were dealt, but how you choose to play it.

The fourth rule is that points are awarded whenever you can discern the presence, or the signature, of the Creator, and then act so as to help others see it too. 
The signature is not just in objects, but in actions and thoughts and feelings; not just in sunshine and happiness, but in agony, struggle and death. Remember: Finding the signature and then acting in such a way as to help others find it, too, is the only way to accumulate game points.

And the last rule is that everything is connected to everything else. Therefore, life is supercharged, permeated and over-brimming with purpose and meaning. Most of the time we are oblivious to it. We go about our lives as if every event were an accident. And then something happens and we see the connection. For just a moment it is unmistakable. We are astonished that we couldn't see it until now. All creation is one great unity. There are no coincidences.

Throughout all creation, just beneath the surface, joining each person to every other person and to every other thing in a numinous organism of sacred responsibility, we discover invisible lines of connection.

Now that's my idea of a game.

It’s those lines of connection that life is all about.  Right?  

So, with that, a final story that takes this all the way home -- It’s told by Kathleen Kelly of Florence Massachusetts, --

I am an oncology social worker in a hospital setting.   Cancer patients are usually too sleepy for morning visits, but if I don’t see Will this morning I might not have another opportunity.  Aggressive chemotherapy and radiation have not prevented his colon cancer from traveling to his bones and brain.  He will probably be sent home this weekend with hospice services.  

Will is 53 a forester who managed woodlots in the Pioneer Valley until he got sick last year.  A long time ago I was briefly a member of his Quaker community.  I remember him as tall, silent, and a little remote, not unlike a tree.  The story then was that Wil had never had a long time human companion, only canines.  

So I was surprised at first that a woman named Ellen was always in Wil’s room. They’d met shortly before his diagnosis.  

Within a few weeks she had become his primary caregiver and live-in partner.  They are talking of getting married.  
You might expect, under  the circumstances, that Ellen and Will would have a major quarrel with cancer, but neither of them does.  They are simply grateful to have found one another.  They say they owe their relationship to the disease:  the dependence it engendered in Will, the compassion it awakened in Ellen.  

This morning as I enter Will’s hospital room, the lights are dim and the curtain is drawn around the bed.  For a moment I think I might be too late.  Then I look behind the curtain and see Will asleep in the  recliner, wearing his blue hospital pajamas.  Ellen, in her street clothes, is asleep in the hospital bed.  They have pushed the recliner and the bed together, and they are holding hands.  They look happy in spite of all they have been through, and in spite of all that is coming.  

Amen.

