
Passion Sunday - Lent 5 2020 
 

“Death is nothing at all. It does not count. I have only slipped away into the next room. Nothing 

has happened. Everything remains exactly as it was. I am I, and you are you, and the old life that 

we lived so fondly together is untouched, unchanged. Whatever we were to each other, that we are 

still.’  

Words by Henry Scott Holland, a canon at St Paul’s Cathedral – preached after the death 

of Edward VII in 1910. The sermon itself was called, ‘The King of Terrors,’ and the irony is 

that out of an extraordinary mediation on death, the passage I’ve just quoted is the only 

section remembered, and is actually the antithesis of what Scott Holland preached about. In 

saying this, I don’t think that this takes away from the comfort of such a well-loved piece of 

prose. Some of you may have used it at a loved one’s funeral, but I think that Scott Holland 

would have been surprised at its survival! 

We have two readings today which conjure up vivid images surrounding death. Ezekiel is 

taken to a valley of dry bones. There is a hopelessness surrounding this passage, and in our 

own times there will be many places throughout the world where the terror of death 

described here can be found. At present the Pandemic is at the forefront of our concern. 

The other terrors: tribal, ethnic and religious persecution have slunk into the shadows for 

the time being.  

This passage was written at a time of disaster for the People of God, when there were 

certainly have been bones within the land and no sign of hope. Yet Ezekiel understands that 

the abiding love of God never dries up, even in the face of terrors beyond imagining. He 

prophesies and the bones come together to be clothed in sinews and flesh. But note that 

even then there is no life until God breathes the Spirit of life into these walking corpses - ‘I 

will put my spirit within you, and you shall live.’  It is such a wonderful moment in the account, 

and there is no doubt in my mind that this abiding of the Spirit works at so many levels, 

both in faith terms for a Holy People but also personally – that sense of allowing the Spirit 

of God to comfort and guide us in every situation. 

Today we reach one of the great moments in John’s Gospel - the account of the Raising of 

Lazarus – the last of the ‘Signs.’ A really important thing to say is that Jesus doesn’t diminish 

death in this passage. He doesn’t regard it as something trivial. In fact, to quote Giles Fraser 

(and this is probably the ONLY time I will ever quote him!) – ‘Christians believe in the 

resurrection of the dead. This means that we first believe in death — not going to sleep. 

We die. Death is the raw material of the Resurrection.’ 

Each one of us will have experienced the death of loved ones or friends, and each one of 

these deaths will have been particular – each one different. Some will have been painful, 

some peaceful, some tragic. In this current crisis of the Covid-19 Pandemic, we are daily 

being faced with the death of thousands of people around the world many in untimely and 

sometimes shocking circumstances.  

 



Jesus believed in death, and in today’s passage he went to extraordinary lengths to make 

this clear. He began by not responding immediately to the message that his friend Lazarus 

was ill. It was not until two days later that he suddenly told his disciples that they were 

going to travel to Bethany - walking into the danger zone of Judea where not long before 

people had attempted to stone him. Thomas shows profoundly loyal friendship by saying 

‘Let’s go with him so that we can die with him.’ 

  

By the time they arrived Lazarus had been buried for four days. Both Martha and Mary say 

to Jesus, ‘Lord if you had been here my brother would not have died’ and Martha was in no 

doubt that that her brother’s body would be stinking with the corruption of death. So 

Jesus, Martha and Mary believed in death because Lazarus was dead and buried.  

 

Jesus has a theological conversation with Martha about rising from the dead which leads to 

her statement that Lazarus would rise in the resurrection at the last day. To this, the Lord 

responds with one of the seven great ‘I am’ statements in John’s Gospel: ‘I am the 

resurrection and the life; those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and anyone who 

lives and believes in me will never die.’ In the midst of her grief she offers an affirmation of the 

faith she has come to through previous encounters with Jesus, ‘I believe that you are the 

Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’ But it still leaves her brother dead – in 

fact, even when Lazarus is raised, it is only through the death and resurrection of Jesus 

himself that the full meaning of these words will be able fully understood. 

  

Next Jesus meets Mary, and there is no theology spoken here. Jesus weeps with her and we 

see a profound sharing of grief bound up in love. I always think that his weeping seems 

different to hers – it appears almost uncontrolled and desolate in nature. Jesus knows the 

pain of death and loss. Here, in this last great Sign in the Gospel, Jesus knows that he will 

set in train the events which lead to his own death. But there is also such empathy – such 

love for the sisters and the dead brother because God has made us for friendship and love. 

So it is not a sign of lack of trust in God to grieve when someone dies, and our 

bereavement doesn’t cut us off from God but can be a situation where we meet God most 

profoundly. Nothing we experience is alien to God, even in our loneliest and most forlorn 

places, we are not beyond God’s reach of compassion.  

  

There is that unforgettable moment at the tomb, when Jesus cries out to Lazarus, and a 

figure bound from head to toe in strips of cloth like bandages emerges not being able to see 

where he was going until his unbinding leads him to see Jesus. There can be no resurrection 

of the dead without death being real. This profoundly rich account leads us to consider 

what is to come for Jesus in the days ahead, and yet, in the face of this – in the here and 

now – he says, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.’ He says this in the face of death. 

 

Theologically, it is crucial for each of us that Jesus was fully human and fully divine, because 

his Resurrection and Ascension to God’s right hand in glory means that he took his 

humanity with him into the Divine Love of heaven, revealing the way for all humanity. 

When we are baptised, we are baptised into Christ, and when we die, we are raised in 

Christ. An analogy might be that of a baby in its mother’s womb – where she goes, it goes. 

If we are in Christ, where he goes, we go. That is the great truth of the Resurrection hope. 

  



On this Passion Sunday, after a somewhat disrupted Lent, we begin to narrow our gaze to 

focus more intently on the Passion of Jesus. Next week we will hear the accounts of what 

happened during those last terrible days. Please do engage with them in whatever way you 

can. I will certainly provide material online, and we will also hopefully carry on our 

exploration of live worship through online methods. We aren’t there yet, but once we 

enter Holy Week, do engage. Try reading one of the Passion narratives at home. Pray or 

just be quiet with the Lord. Today’s Gospel reminds us to take Good Friday seriously, so 

give yourself time to be affected by it, as by any other bereavements within your own life.  

 

Paul dares to ask, in mocking triumph, ‘Where, O grave, is your victory? Where, O death, is your 

sting?’ before answering these rhetorical questions, ‘But thanks be to God who gives us the 

victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.’ Without death, there is no resurrection. Face mortality 

but do not fear it: death is real but in Jesus Christ death is conquered and Easter is our 

victory through him in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

  

As Jesus poses the question to Martha, ‘I am the Resurrection and the Life – do you 

believe this?’ let us respond with her, ‘Yes, Lord - I believe.’ 

 

 
The Raiding of Lazarus – Jan Lievens (1631) Brighton and Hove Art Gallery 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.co.uk%2Fpin%2F433541901627303518%2F&psig=AOvVaw1vMW2xjE586hnoo1ptod51&ust=1585411866692000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNDvwM2Fu-gCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAX


Ezekiel 37: 1-14 

The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord and set me down in 

the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2 He led me all round them; there were very many lying in the 

valley, and they were very dry. 3 He said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, 

you know.’ 4 Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word 

of the Lord. 5 Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath[a] to enter you, and you shall live. 
6 I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath[b] 

in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.’ 
7 So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and 

the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8 I looked, and there were sinews on them, and flesh had come 

upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. 9 Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy 

to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath:[c] Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four 

winds, O breath,[d] and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.’ 10 I prophesied as he commanded me, 

and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
11 Then he said to me, ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, “Our bones are dried 
up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.” 12 Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the 

Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will 

bring you back to the land of Israel. 13 And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and 

bring you up from your graves, O my people. 14 I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will 

place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.’ 

 

Romans 8: 6-11 
6 To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit[a] is life and peace. 7 For this reason 

the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, 8 and 

those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 
9 But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit,[b] since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who 

does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 10 But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead 

because of sin, the Spirit[c] is life because of righteousness. 11 If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the 

dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ[d] from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through[e] 

his Spirit that dwells in you. 

 

 

John 11: 1-45 

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 Mary was the 

one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So 

the sisters sent a message to Jesus,[a] ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ 4 But when Jesus heard it, he said, ‘This 

illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through 

it.’ 5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6 after having heard that Lazarus[b] 

was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 
7 Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again.’ 8 The disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, the 

Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’ 9 Jesus answered, ‘Are there not 

twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this 

world. 10 But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.’ 11 After saying this, he told 

them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.’ 12 The disciples said to 

him, ‘Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right.’ 13 Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, 
but they thought that he was referring merely to sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is dead. 
15 For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.’ 16 Thomas, who 

was called the Twin,[c] said to his fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’ 
17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus[d] had already been in the tomb for four days. 18 Now Bethany 

was near Jerusalem, some two miles[e] away, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to 

console them about their brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, 

while Mary stayed at home. 21 Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 

died. 22 But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.’ 23 Jesus said to her, ‘Your 

brother will rise again.’ 24 Martha said to him, ‘I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last 

day.’ 25 Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.[f] Those who believe in me, even though they 
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die, will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?’ 27 She said to 

him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah,[g] the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’ 
28 When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, ‘The Teacher is 

here and is calling for you.’ 29 And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had 

not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. 31 The Jews who were 

with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her because they 

thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, 

she knelt at his feet and said to him, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ 33 When 

Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit 

and deeply moved. 34 He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ 35 Jesus 

began to weep. 36 So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ 37 But some of them said, ‘Could not he who 

opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’ 
38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 
39 Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’ Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, ‘Lord, already there is a 

stench because he has been dead for four days.’ 40 Jesus said to her, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, 
you would see the glory of God?’ 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, 

‘Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake 

of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’ 43 When he had said this, he cried 

with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ 44 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.’ 
45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him. 
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