[image: ]

Bishop Michael’s sermon - Barts Trust and St Joseph's Hospice Annual Service of Remembrance, St Paul’s Cathedral. 
Sunday, 25 October 2026
Readings:	Wisdom of Solomon 3. 1-9
		John 11. 32-44

When you stop and think about it, for all that’s been written, said, sung and prayed about Jesus Christ for the last two thousand years, it’s remarkable, is it not, that there’s so much we don’t know about him. Don’t get me wrong, the Gospels and the rest of the scriptures tell us about the most important events of Jesus’s life and the things he had to say. But there are still some major gaps. What, for example, did Jesus do between the ages of twelve and thirty? We’ve really very little idea. Why was there never a Mrs Jesus? And more prosaically, what did Jesus do during his down time? What did he get up to on his day off?
As to the latter I speculate that when he’d nothing else to be getting on with, Jesus would spend time with particular friends, and especially with the family mentioned in the Gospel reading we listened to today. I think Jesus chose to hang out with Mary and Martha and Lazarus. Even this family is something of a mystery. We receive from the Gospels that Mary was a contemplative and that Martha was a worker. But of Lazarus, we know barely anything at all. By the standards of the time, the life of this family was unconventional. In an era dominated by patriarchy and men, the family’s home in Bethany was referred to as ‘the home of Martha’. None of the three seem to have been in marriages or partnerships – they’re three adult siblings living together. And while Mary and Martha both have lots to say within the Gospel narrative, Lazarus, well Lazarus never at any point says a word at all. He’s silent. All this has led many to wonder whether Lazarus may have been a looked after adult likely with a developmental, cognitive or degenerative disability. Personally, I imagine Lazarus as someone who lived with Down’s. 
This is the person that Jesus liked to spend his time with. When it’s reported to Jesus, in the Gospel verses found just before the passage we listened to today, that Lazarus is ill with the condition that will bring his life to an end, the brother of this story doesn’t get mentioned by name. Rather, what’s said to Jesus is this: ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill’. Words like this will have been spoken to many of us here today. He whom you love has cancer. She whom you love has been in an accident. The one you love has died. 
And for Jesus, the consequences that unfold around this news are just as hard for him as they are known by any of us. Jesus experiences at first hand what those who grieve now know only too well. As our late Queen put it, ‘Grief is the price we pay for love.’ Or as a grieving C.S Lewis said, ‘The pain I feel now is the happiness I had before. That’s the deal.’ When Jesus learns that his friend Lazarus has died, it results in one of the shortest, starkest verses in the Bible. In the King James Version John 11 verse 35 is simply translated as ‘Jesus wept’. Just as we have wept at the death of those we love. Wept for the loss. Wept for the finality. Wept in the face of inescapable reality. The reality that at the death of Lazarus, Jesus encounters just like any of us have. When Jesus first asks for the tomb of the one he loves to be opened, Martha’s response could not be any more matter of fact. ‘He has been dead for four days’ she says. 
And Jesus encounters too all the regret that we may know. The ‘if onlys’. The ‘it could have been differents’. The voices that say, ‘it didn’t have to be like this’. Mary says to Jesus ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ 
Just as he stood in all his vulnerability at the tomb of the one he loved, Lazarus, so Jesus stands with us now as we grieve and remember those we see no more. And just as he did for Lazarus and his sisters, into our darkness Jesus brings light. As he stood before the tomb of his friend, the Gospel records that Jesus cried out with a loud voice ‘Lazarus come out!’ Come into the light. Come into hope. Come into a life that understands that death will not have the last say. In the Christian tradition carried by me and this house of God, Lazarus is the forerunner of the light and hope of God’s resurrection life that it was Jesus’s work to reveal. When his friend emerges from the tomb, Jesus’s words to him are these: ‘Unbind him!’ Be set free from all that holds you and engulfs you, the chords of death that entangle and constrain you.  
Never was any adult better looked after than was Lazarus by Jesus, embodying in just one life the promise made by tonight’s second reading to us all. That the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God. Before all of us is held the promise of being ‘looked after’, held in God’s hands. How this works is put in the reading like this: ‘In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died, and their departure was thought to be a disaster and their going from us to be their destruction, but they are at peace.’ The reading speaks too of light, telling us that those we see no more will ‘shine forth and will run like sparks through the stubble’. The ultimate promise is of peace because ‘grace and mercy are upon his holy ones, and he watches over his elect’.
The invitation of tonight’s service is this. Will you allow yourself to be a looked after adult? Or a looked after child? Or perhaps I should say to us all, a looked after child of God? We’re gathered from so many traditions and backgrounds, of all kinds of faith and of none. Wherever you come from, I invite you to see in this story of Jesus with the family who were his especial friends, in his grief for the one he loved, that that though death is real and painful, though it’s rubbish and it hurts, that nonetheless it is not the whole of the story that is to be told. That even though we weep, each one of us is called into hope, light, promise and life. To be unbound. To be set free. To be looked after. Amen. 
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Living and telling the story of Jesus





