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Signs	of	Life	(John	11.	1-45)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
This	past	week,	Neil	and	I	have	once	again	had	the	privilege	of	walking	the	Overland	

Track	–	our	7th	time	–	in	the	company	of	members	of	our	Benedictus	community	and	

others.	The	Overland	Track	involves	a	six-day	trek	(or	pilgrimage)	in	Tasmania’s	

Wilderness	World	Heritage	Area,	from	Cradle	Mountain	in	the	north-west	to	Lake	St	

Clair.	It’s	a	beautiful,	sometimes	arduous	journey,	through	an	incredibly	varied	

landscape	of	glacial	lakes,	button	grass	plains,	craggy	peaks,	rivers	and	waterfalls,	

eucalypts,	heath	and	ancient	rainforest.	We	slogged	over	long	stretches	of	exposed	

roots,	up	and	down	rocky	steps	and	newly	made	boardwalk,	in	drizzle,	sleet	and	

driving	wind,	as	well	as	gentle	autumnal	air	and	clear	skies.	It’s	a	landscape	and	an	

exposure	to	the	elements	that’s	profoundly	different	from	our	usual	environment,	

and	when	we	return	to	‘civilisation’	it’s	striking	to	realise	the	effect	on	how	we	see.	

In	the	light	of	this	experience,	this	wilderness,	the	stone	cottages	and	English	

gardens	of	the	village	we	return	to	by	bus	at	the	end	of	the	walk	suddenly	seem	both	

tame	and	alien,	strangely	juxtaposed	to	their	encompassing	context.		

	 It	seems	to	me	that,	for	the	writer	of	John’s	gospel,	something	like	this	is	the	

effect	Jesus	has	in	our	world.	He	too	is	a	kind	of	wilderness,	an	access	to	origins,	

whose	presence	exposes	the	forgotten	hinterland	of	the	lives	we	usually	lead.	‘I	am	

the	light	of	the	world’,	John’s	Jesus	says.	His	light	shines	in	the	darkness,	and	it	

flashes	over	the	human	landscape,	offering	a	series	of	what	John	calls	‘signs’.	With	

each	sign,	each	happening	or	event,	Jesus	shows	an	aspect	of	God	–	our	

encompassing	context	–	and	so	shows	the	juxtaposition	of	this	divine	reality	to	

human	culture.	His	light	makes	visible	our	life	both	as	it	is	and	as	it	could	be.	

	 The	first	sign,	the	transformation	of	water	into	wine	at	the	wedding	at	Cana,	

points	to	God’s	non-intrusive	yearning	for	intimacy	with	creation;	there	are	signs	

indicating	God’s	will	to	heal	and	restore	in	the	face	of	human	distrust	and	
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inattention;	there’s	the	multiplication	of	loaves	and	fishes	which	reveal	God’s	

provisioning	for	life,	and	(as	we	saw	last	week)	the	gift	of	sight	to	the	man	born	blind	

and	the	re-visioning	of	the	concept	of	sin.	Each	sign	points	beyond	the	imagination	of	

scarcity,	the	ways	human	culture	tends	to	conceive	of	God	as	miserly,	punishing	or	

withholding,	Again	and	again,	Jesus	seeks	to	display	God’s	real	nature	–	God’s	glory	–	

as	giving,	abundant	and	on	our	side.	Tonight’s	reading	brings	us	to	what	is	commonly	

thought	the	sixth	and	penultimate	sign	in	John’s	gospel	–	the	raising	of	Lazarus.	Here,	

Jesus	shows	the	abundant	and	giving	life	of	God	encompassing	even	death,	

connecting	us	through	death.	Or	so	the	story	goes.	But	how	hard	this	is	to	talk	about	

without	sounding	glib.		

I’m	aware	there	are	some	in	our	community	grieving	the	very	recent	death	of	

loved	ones;	some	who	are	frightened	for	the	lives	of	sick	children	and	grandchildren,	

parents,	partners,	friends;	some	are	facing	the	prospect	of	their	own	mortality	

looming	large.	And,	of	course,	we	read	or	hear	daily	of	death	inflicted	in	war	and	by	

starvation,	the	murder	of	children	and	displaced	peoples,	the	extinction	of	whole	

species.	In	our	world,	death	is	often	premature,	unjust,	cruel	and	needless,	while	the	

death	of	a	loved	one	can	make	our	lives	seem	empty	and	drained	of	meaning.	I	said	

the	story	of	the	raising	of	Lazarus	is	Jesus’	sign	that	the	life	of	God	encompasses	

death,	connects	us	through	death.	But	this	doesn’t	diminish	the	suffering	of	death	or	

make	light	of	it.	Indeed,	part	of	what	I	think	is	powerful	in	the	story	is	that	it	honours	

this	truth.		

In	the	text,	Martha,	Mary	and	their	community	are	depicted	as	mourning	

Lazarus	deeply.	Jesus	shares	their	grief.	Though	he	first	speaks	of	this	death	in	a	

euphemism,	‘Lazarus	has	fallen	asleep’,	and	enters	the	scene	apparently	full	of	

confidence	in	its	transitory	effect,	‘Your	brother	will	rise	again’,	Jesus	is	not	protected	

from	the	felt	sense	of	death’s	meaning	in	human	life.	He	knows	radical	compassion	

for	the	sorrow	he	encounters	in	others:	‘When	Jesus	saw	Mary	weeping,	and	the	

Jews	who	came	with	her	also	weeping,	he	was	greatly	disturbed	in	spirit	and	deeply	

moved’.	He	feels	too,	it	seems,	his	own	grief	for	Lazarus	and	a	profound	sorrow	at	
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the	vulnerability	of	the	human	condition.	Perhaps	there’s	even	awareness	of	his	own	

imminent	death.	‘Jesus	began	to	weep’.		

All	this	suggests	that	the	story	of	Lazarus	rising	isn’t	some	glib	assertion	that	

death	doesn’t	matter	or	has	no	meaning	for	human	beings.	And	yet	–	it	is	a	sign	that	

death	does	not	mean	everything.	That	it’s	not	the	final	word.	Jesus	goes	to	the	tomb	

where	Lazarus	is	laid,	indisputably	dead.	He	prays,	demonstrating	his	radical	

connection	to	God	who	is	the	Life	of	the	world,	and	then,	‘in	a	loud	voice’	(which	is	

always	a	sign	of	the	power	of	the	Spirit)	he	calls	Lazarus	out	of	the	tomb.	He	shows	

that	death	is	not	the	ultimate	horizon	of	human	life.	Behind	it	–	as	Rowan	Williams	

puts	it	–	there	is	a	larger	and	‘more	final	fact,	God’s	vulnerable	love	drawing	us	

forward’.1	And	this	makes	all	the	difference.		

Death	remains	a	fact	of	our	condition	–	one	that	can	even	shape	our	

imagination	in	fruitful	ways.	When	we’re	aware	that	our	current	form	of	life	is	

limited,	we	may	be	moved	to	give	ourselves	to	it	while	we	can,	to	appreciate	our	

loved	ones	while	we’re	together,	to	wake	up	and	commit	to	what	is	ours	to	be	and	

do.	Mediaeval	monastics	deliberately	practised	memento	mori,	remembrance	of	

death,	as	a	way	of	focusing	their	minds,	and	gaining	clarity	about	what	really	

matters,	and	we	know	this	can	happen	in	those	diagnosed	with	terminal	illness.	

Suddenly,	concern	with	trivia	or	with	appearances	drops	away,	and	a	new	integrity	is	

found.	The	sign	Jesus	offers	doesn’t	negate	the	fact	of	death.		

What	it	does	is	address,	though,	is	the	pervasive	sense	of	threatened-ness	and	

anxiety	which	can	accompany,	often	unconsciously,	our	awareness	of	death.	Because	

this	pervasive	sense	of	threatened-ness	can	profoundly	distort	our	relationship	to	

life.	It	can	cause	us,	for	example,	to	seek	to	secure	ourselves	against	all	risk	or	(in	a	

counter-phobic	way)	to	flirt	endlessly	with	destruction.	The	threat	of	death	can	lead	

us	to	suppress	or	evade	all	that	reminds	us	of	our	own	vulnerability,	or	assert	

ourselves	aggressively	against	others.	Envy,	controlling	habits,	miserliness,	refusal	of	

																																																								
1	Rowan	Williams,	The	Wound	of	Knowledge:	Christian	Spirituality	from	the	New	Testament	to	Saint	John	of	the	
Cross,	second	edition	(Cambridge,	MA:	Cowley	Publications,	1991),	p.22.	
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mercy	–	according	to	theologian	Mark	McIntosh,	these	are	all	ultimately	grounded	in	

the	fear	of	death.2	We	do	not	want	to	disappear,	so	we	grasp,	possess,	obsess;	we	

exploit	others	for	our	own	survival	or	diminish	them	for	our	own	enlargement.	And	if	

this	is	our	relationship	to	the	prospect	of	our	death,	then	it’s	only	as	we’re	enabled	

to	entrust	ourselves	to	a	larger	horizon,	that	we’re	liberated	to	receive	our	life	in	a	

different	way.	‘Unbind	him’,	Jesus	tells	Lazarus’s	friends,	‘and	let	him	go’.	

So	what,	does	this	sign,	this	glimpse	of	life’s	ultimate	horizon	in	God,	make	

possible?	In	the	story,	interestingly,	we	hear	nothing	of	the	impact	on	Lazarus	

himself.	But	we	see	something	of	its	effect	in	his	sister,	Mary.	She	has	knelt	at	Jesus’	

feet,	weeping	for	the	life	of	her	brother,	and	has	seen	him	raised.	In	the	very	next	

episode	in	the	gospel,	she	kneels	again	at	Jesus’	feet,	but	this	time	it’s	to	anoint	them	

with	costly	ointment,	symbolically	preparing	him	for	his	burial.	It’s	as	if	she	can	now	

place	Jesus’	impending	death	against	this	larger	horizon.	So	she	alone	among	his	

disciples	recognises	its	necessity	and	is	capable	of	accepting	and	moving	towards	it,	

while	at	the	same	time	being	liberated	to	express	her	love	with	unselfconscious	

abandon.	It’s	as	though,	in	advance	even	of	Jesus’	resurrection,	she	herself	is	now	

living	on	the	other	side	of	death.	Because	of	what	she	now	knows,	she	is	unbound	

from	the	withholding	and	self-protective	instincts	that	so	often	keep	us	from	each	

other	and	the	truth.	

As	for	us	…	we	live	in	times	where	it	seems	the	fear	of	death,	fascination	with	

death,	revelling	in	the	power	to	wield	death,	and	heedless	disregard	for	the	wider	life	

of	the	world	has	overtaken	the	hearts	of	many.	We	are	witnessing	on	a	global	scale	

the	self-destructive	futility	of	a	toxic	human	culture	driven	by	the	threat	of	death	and	

alienated	from	the	source	of	life.	In	such	a	context,	it	matters	profoundly	that	we	

cultivate	an	imagination,	a	culture	sourced	in	the	larger	horizon	made	visible	by	

Jesus,	so	that	we	are	empowered	to	act	from	the	place	of	radical	unthreatenedness	–	

																																																								
2	Mark	McIntosh,	Discernment	and	Truth:	The	Spirituality	and	Theology	of	Knowledge	(New	York:	Crossroad	
Publishing	Company,	2004),	p.136.	
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courageous	in	the	service	of	love,	capable	of	seeing	and	speaking	truth,	giving	

ourselves	with	wholehearted	abandon	to	what	is	ours	to	be	and	do.		

And	where	we	know	that	death	and	the	fear	of	death	does	bind	our	

imagination,	limit	our	generosity,	cause	us	to	clutch	our	own	life	or	at	the	life	of	

others,	let	us	now	pray	to	the	Lord,	‘Unbind	us,	Living	One,	and	set	us	free’.	

	


