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DEATH be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadfull, for, thou art not so, 
For, those, whom thou think'st, thou dost overthrow, 
Die not, poore death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleepe, which but thy pictures bee, 
Much pleasure, then from thee, much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee doe goe,  
Rest of their bones, and soules deliverie. 
Thou art slave to Fate, Chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poyson, warre, and sicknesse dwell, 
And poppie, or charmes can make us sleepe as well, 
And better then thy stroake; why swell'st thou then; 
One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally, 
And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die. 

(John Donne, 1571-1631) 
 

We Anglicans are very good at funerals – but perhaps not so good at death. I’ve heard it said 
that the funeral liturgy we provide is the most powerful reminder of the promise of Christ that 
we have. 
 
“I am Resurrection and I am Life, says the Lord. 
Whoever has faith in me shall have life, 
Even though he die. 
And everyone who has life, 
And has committed himself to me in faith, 
Shall not die for ever.”  

(Book of Common Prayer p. 491) 
 
So begins the Mass of the Resurrection – commonly called the funeral service, words taken 
from today’s Gospel of John. 
 
But we don’t hear about that promise of Christ very often. We revive it at Easter, resuscitate it 
at funerals – but other than that, we tend to ignore death, or to put it on the back burner, 
when, in reality, the promise of eternal life with God is so very central to our Christian faith. 
 
And so I want to talk about it a bit today, reflecting on Jesus’ encounter with Martha and 
reminding us, difficult topic though it may be, that all human life leads toward death. And 
that our death leads us toward eternal life. And that therefore: Life leads toward eternal life 
with God. 
 
Because death is not to be taken lightly. Our fear of death, our anger toward death – our 
avoidance of death – they’re not unnatural, they are appropriate to human nature. When we 
come face-to-face with death, our faith is tested, as well as our attitude toward life and death 
itself. 
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And resurrection. That’s a challenge, as well. "Lord, already there is a stench because he has 
been dead four days." Lazarus has died and been in a hot tomb for four days and he smells. 
And yet Jesus says, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God? 
Lazarus, come out!” 
 
The stench wasn’t enough to dissuade Jesus – because he knew about eternal life. Eternal life, 
the kingdom of glory, where there is no smell of death, only the sweet scent of life. 
 
Perhaps we just don’t talk about it enough. But if we don’t talk about death, it makes no sense 
to talk about the promise of eternal life – it doesn’t become part of our psyche, our soul, so that 
when death approaches we have a hard time balancing the reality of loss with the truth of 
promise. 
 
Jesus approaches the home of his friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus in Bethany, which is just 
outside Jerusalem. He is on his way to his own death when he is told that Lazarus has died. “If 
you’d only been here sooner, my brother would not have died,” say both Martha and Mary. 
 
“I am the Resurrection and I am Life,” says Jesus. “Whoever believes in me shall not die. Do 
you believe me?” 
 
“Yes, Lord, I believe,” confesses Martha in a powerful statement of faith. 
 
We say it in the Creed…but do we really, down-deep, believe it? Can we find joy – in death? 
 
I am not trying to diminish the role of grief – far from it. The loss of someone we love, or 
someone we admire, is an anguishing experience – as many of us know far too well. Mary and 
Martha were joined by a group of mourners – Jews who wept over the death of Lazarus. Jesus 
himself weeps when he learns of Lazarus – but it is not a sentimentalized weeping, it is the 
weeping of rage against the sting of death.  
 
The faithful Christian knows both the sorrow of death and the joy of death, but it is a delicate 
balancing act. We weep for the loss – the friend we’ll see no more, the husband or wife whose 
smell is still on their clothes, the mother who isn’t available anymore for a bit of last-minute 
cooking advice. Our lives are diminished somehow. There’s a missing piece to life’s jigsaw 
puzzle – and we can’t find it until we realize that, ah – yes… she died. And then that missing 
piece is replaced by an emptiness that you can almost touch. 
 
And so the funeral comes… We take a deep breath. We hear the prayers. We are being 
wrapped in clothes not of funeral black, which signifies a lack of hope, but in gowns of white – 
the Easter vestments – the garments of joy, not sorrow, of hope, not despair! We are enfolded in 
the arms of a gracious, loving God who promises that we shall live. We are hugged by people 
we barely know – can barely see through our tears – because they will be the hands of Christ, 
they will bring us food when we don’t want to cook, they will bring us flowers in the dead of 
winter, they will encircle us, reminding us of life itself. 
 
Jesus lifted his eyes up and thanked God for being with him, for giving him the gift of life. He 
shouted to Lazarus to depart from the tomb – come forward, show yourself! And out of the 
cave came the man, dressed in the rags of death and decay – Lazarus alive! 
 
Through Christ a friend’s life was restored. The rebirth of Lazarus is a story about Jesus and 
about faith and about friendship – as well as about the miraculous healing power of God.  
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There’s a lot going on over the coming weeks. We’re entering Jesus time. We’re performing 
what liturgy people call anamnesis – a combination of remembering, retelling, and 
reenactment. It’s what we do every Sunday when we celebrate Eucharist – anamnesis – the 
entering into the Last Supper with the disciples, the retelling and reenactment of Christ’s 
words over the bread and wine. And in some mysterious way, hosting our homeless guests, 
which begins tonight, is anamnesis: remembering Jesus’ admonition to love our neighbor and 
then being the hands of Jesus in a broken world. Remembering and being and doing. 
 
Holy Week is nearly here. 
 
It is a gut-wrenching series of days. We know the week ends in tragedy – a poor Jew 
suffocating on a Cross. And it’s quite OK to enter into that spirit – new faith may be born. 
 
New faith may be born, new spiritual insights gained – because we know the end of the story! 
We know that Jesus Christ will triumph, has triumphed, did triumph over death!  
 
The eternal life of Jesus Christ is our promise – our eternal life with him is his promise! Death, 
be not proud – you will not succeed. 
 
The Christian message is one of hope, balanced with reality. A message of joy that relieves our 
pain. It is, ultimately, a love story. God’s love story.  
 
And our love story. 
 
The world needs our story. 
 
Tell it. 
 
Amen. 
 


