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The title of my sermon this morning is called “Easter Monday,” and it is more than a play on the words “Easter Sunday,” “Easter Monday” is an important day on the Christian calendar for both Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches.  The day after Easter is celebrated because it reminds persons that the miracle of Easter does not end once midnight strikes and the Easter baskets are put away for another year.  Rather, the awe and excitement of that event is meant to be an ON-GOING event, one that should continue the next day and the day after and then the day after THAT.  
This morning, I am attempting to answer the question, “What happens to our Christian lives the day AFTER Easter?”  Having journeyed with Jesus to Jerusalem during the six long weeks in Lent, and then having stood in front of his cross and watched him die, we spent the rest of Good Friday and the following day nervously wondering what MORE could happen.  But then on Sunday morning came the surprise to end all surprises.  We accompanied the women to the tomb to find it empty and then returning with the joyous news that Jesus was no longer dead, that he had in fact been RISEN!  Well, of course the question we have to contend with is this: now that Easter is over what do we do?  How does that event make a difference in our lives?  Where do we go from here? 
Now I’ve always believed that the opening verses of John 12 actually belong to the PREVIOUS chapter, that their significance and meaning is more apparent when they are connected to the account before it- the story of the raising of Lazarus.  You see, the resurrection of Lazarus in John 11 is the centerpiece of John's gospel.  The reason it occupies an entire chapter of his book and occurs as it does in the very midpoint of his gospel is because that event is meant to be an important symbol for the church.  What happens to Lazarus is descriptive of what occurs in the life of EVERY person who places his or her trust in the Lord.  Each one of US has had our OWN resurrection experience as WELL.  Thus Lazarus is actually a picture of OURSELVES.  In those verses, John wants the reader to know that even as Jesus had the power to unloosen Lazarus from the chains of death, so too will he raise US up, we who place OUR confidence in him- and not just from the PHYSICAL death Lazarus experienced but from all EMOTIONAL and SPIRITUAL deadness as well.  As Christ called forth Lazarus from his sepulcher with the words, "Come forth!," he no less summons us from out of our OWN tombs- out from the walls of sensuality with their destructive habits, out from the selfishness and pride we erect which imprison us to our old nature and old ways.  And as he commanded the bindings to be removed with the words, "Be ye loosed!" he likewise promises to deliver US from all that which binds and prevents US from experiencing the fullness of God's love and peace and joy.  Lazarus thus becomes a very important symbol of Christ's WILLINGNESS and ABILITY to raise each of us up into new life with him, and equip us with new desires and new attitudes.
Unfortunately, because the resurrection of Lazarus tends to occupy our focus in this story, we easily overlook the two OTHER resurrections that take place in the very same chapter- the emotional and spiritual resurrection which occur within his two sisters.  With the death of their brother, Lazarus, something within Mary and Martha had died AS WELL.  We are told that Mary is so grief-stricken, she cannot leave the house, while Martha, her sister, is so despondent that she cannot believe Jesus when he says to her, "I am the resurrection and the life."  Thus, when their brother is brought back to life, in a very real sense Mary and Martha are resurrected as well, and John 12, as we shall soon see, demonstrates that for us.
The reality is that when peoples’ lives are imprisoned by fears or anger or hurts or despair or self-doubts or crushing sorrow, THEY become dead as well- dead to faith, dead to hope, dead to joy, dead to the future, dead to God's peace, dead to new possibilities of loving.  Emotionally and spiritually, they wind up selfish, self-absorbed human beings, oblivious to the full range of happiness and freedom available to them.  Well, Jesus' mission to persons such as these is to RESURRECT them, to LIBERATE them by pulling them out of themselves- out of their fears and grief and deep despair and then to call them back into the world, back into fellowship and community where the rest of his followers are.  For Christ, it is in fellowship with our brothers and sisters where our faith can be restored, where healing can occur in our hearts, where ministry can resume again.  This principle is iterated again and again throughout the gospels.
This is made evident in the beginning of the very next chapter, John chapter 12.  There, at what had originally been scheduled to be a post-funeral party in Mary and Martha's home becomes instead a POST-RESURRECTION CELEBRATION.  Here in John 12, we are told that the house they are now sitting in is filled with the fragrance of expensive perfume and this is a deliberate contrast with the tomb that Lazarus had been in for four days and which stunk from the smell of his decaying flesh.  FURTHERMORE, instead of perpetual mourning, they TOO have experienced a rebirth so that instead of unbelief and grief and despair, they are once again persons of faith and joy and hope.  All of them had been transformed by the event and none of their lives could ever again be the same!
I think most of you are aware that once a year, I get together with a group of close friends for a week in a different part of the country- most of us not only graduated from college together but seminary as well and we have all been Presbyterian ministers for over a quarter of a century now.  One of them is my dear friend Larry.  Our friendship goes back almost thirty-five years to when we both shared a house during the 1970's.  When I went off to seminary in 1981, he came up to the school for a visit.  He so fell in love with the place that he matriculated as well and eventually we both wound up graduating together.  Larry is one of the most special persons in my life, and when people meet him, they often don’t know the story which MAKES him so unique.  
Back in 1990, I received a phone call from his wife Lorraine informing me that Larry had been diagnosed as being in the most advanced stage of Hodgkin’s Disease, a type of cancer that attacks the lymph glands and the same disease which, as I shared last week, took the life of my grandmother during the Great Depression.  Lorraine, a registered nurse, told me his condition was SO severe that optimistically, the best they could give him was a five to ten percent chance of survival.  If the disease didn’t kill him, the intense dosages of chemotherapy he was taking probably would.
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Fortunately, his sister was a doctor at the Palo Alto Medical Center located only a few miles away.  She got him in immediately and was able to mobilize the best physicians in the area to begin treating him.  Using a very special form of treatment that few others had access to, they began to attack the cancer in his body.  At one point, I flew out from the East Coast to visit him and was not at all prepared for what I was about to see.  The chemotherapy he was receiving had caused all his hair to fall out and the steroids that had been administered to him had blown his head up to the size of a basketball.  When I left him, I was convinced that I would never see him alive again.  
But then the Church kicked into action.  Christians all over California and beyond began praying for him.  Every couple of days, Lorraine would give me reports as to how he was progressing- and progress he DID.  He was forced to take a year-long absence from his church, but this just gave everyone the opportunity to minister to HIM in the same way he had ministered so faithfully to THEM- providing him meals, taking him to and from his doctor’s appointments, and so forth.  Eventually, one year from the date of his first diagnosis, Larry was back in his pulpit and a day of rejoicing it was INDEED!  

But something happened WITHIN Larry as well as without.  He had come so close to dying, so near to seeing his dreams of ministry ended that he could never again look at the world in the same way.  By experiencing his own mortality in such a personal and powerful way, he was changed forever.  He was acutely aware throughout his whole ordeal that God's hand was with him.  He saw family and friends mobilized to pray and care for him around the clock.  He began spending more time in prayer and Bible study and personal reflection.  As a result, his priorities became less self-centered and more God-centered.  He became more sensitive to other people's needs than his own.  Larry told me that each day is now looked upon as a grace-gift, a day never to be taken for granted.  He never wastes an opportunity to tell friends and loved-ones how special they are and how much he loves them. Ten years ago, he came down with prostate cancer and that TOO was treated and healed.  The doctors continue to pronounce him cancer-free and he subsequently lives each day as if it was his very last.  One of his favorite hobbies continues to be racing in bicycle marathons.  Like Lazarus, his close encounter with death has matured him; it has helped make him a much better minister and even MORE, a much better HUMAN BEING.  Now when Larry speaks of that harrowing period of his life, he refers to it as his own “resurrection” experience. 
Mary Schmidt dropped by the office to see me this week.  Some of you know Mary; she’s the director of The House of Hope- one of our missions located only a block from here that offers a two-year transitional housing program for homeless, single mothers and their children.  I constantly find her to be one of the most joyous and enthusiastic persons I know.  But you would never guess that she has battled stage 4 cancer--one of the most deadly stages of the virulent disease--for several years now.  In addition, due to a faulty blood transfusion she received some years ago, she contracted hepatitis and is currently on the donor list for a liver transplant.  For years, she was a federal specialist who worked with the women’s prison system in Wisconsin.  Needing a change, however, she came across an ad looking for someone to serve as the director of a shelter for battered women- the House of Hope.  Surprising even herself, she got the job.  That was over twelve years ago.  She told me that working with these women was the best thing that ever happened to her, how through this job she found her purpose in life- to help other women overcome their OWN battle with long odds and receive a new start in life.  She remains one of the most positive persons I know and, as she told me, “Dave, I know I live under the sentence of death, but we’re all going to go sometime anyway.  I look at each day as a gift, as a chance to use my talents one more day.”  This mother of five will tell you that the source of her joy and optimism is none other than her Christian faith, that regardless of what happens to her, she cannot help but feel grateful to God for his love and steady presence.  THAT, my friends, is one RESURRECTED WOMAN!
But we’re not quite finished with our story yet.  For the author of the gospel of John, Mary, Martha, and Lazarus all become major symbols for the church as they model for us what happens in our OWN lives once WE have experienced that SAME “resurrection.”  In MARTHA, she becomes a symbol of the PERFECT SERVANT, as one who waits selflessly upon Jesus, attending to his every need, making him and the others as comfortable as possible.  It is her nature to extend hospitality to others whether it involves cooking or serving or cleaning, and in this way, she is the first DEACON among Jesus' followers- a tireless worker who looks after the needs of others before her own.  Without the Marthas of the church, our faith would be expressed in word but not in deed.  There would be no mission- no Christian outreach or social witness to speak of.

MARY, on the other hand, becomes for us a model of the PERFECT WORSHIPER- of one passionately pouring her heart out to her Lord.  Mary, in contrast to Martha, is not primarily a "doer" but a "BE-ER".  Her spiritual gift lies in "devotion," in the offering of her heart to her Lord.  Her nature is both deep and passionate, her devotion pure and selfless.  Her value to the church is no less important than Martha's- she serves the church with her prayers and personal spirituality.  Without the Marys of the church, our faith would be weak and shallow- they are the anchors within the congregation, reminding us how service to others without devotion to God is empty activity.
Then, of course, we have Lazarus.  LAZARUS is the model of the PERFECT DISCIPLE, seated at Jesus' side, digesting every word of his wise teaching.  Our text tells us that while Martha served and Mary worshiped, Lazarus "sat."  This is more than a general description of his seating position- he remains at Christ's feet, intently listening and taking into his mind and heart the teachings of his Master.  Lazarus has a deep hunger to learn of the things of God and, in time, he will become a powerful preacher and teacher on behalf of the early church.  The Lazaruses of the church are Sunday School instructors and Bible study leaders.  They are serious students of scripture and Christian doctrine who understand that faith is shaped by more than personal piety but by theology and practical instruction as well.

Now ask yourselves this morning which one are YOU- a servant like Martha, a worshiper like Mary, or a disciple like Lazarus?  All THREE are vital to the very health and witness of the Body of Christ, and no one is more important than the other two- spiritual worship is shaped and directed by Christian preaching and teaching which in turn is channeled into the world through social action.  We must strive for a balance of all three.  A worker MUST be a worshiper for worship is the source of the Christian's power; and a worshiper MUST be a disciple for in discipleship, our values and understanding of God and the world are shaped and developed; and a disciple MUST be a worker, for without putting our devotion and instruction into practice, our spiritual lives become ingrown and deformed, and our words are rendered a lie. 
Well NOW we know what happens the day after Easter, after we’ve experienced resurrection at the command of Christ.  We become SO full of the joy of new life that we can’t help BUT recommit ourselves to service to him and his cause; we are now SO full of gratitude and thanksgiving that we can’t NOT spread the “good news” to others that they might experience that same resurrection in their own lives.  ALL OF US must become workers and worshipers and disciples if we are going to be spiritually whole and properly equipped for our task.  Jesus came to Bethany to raise not one but THREE of his followers: to RESCUE them from themselves, to PULL them out of their self-absorption, to LIBERATE them from all their fears and self-doubts, to RAISE them up from their sorrow and despair, and in the same way, he comes seeking US out to perform the very same spiritual surgery upon OUR souls, AS WELL.  Let us pray…

Gracious God, we thank you for the new life we experience through your Son and the new faith, new hope, new love, and fresh new enthusiasm we feel.  Now help us to translate that gratitude and power into opportunities for service in your name that we might help others experience similar renewal in their own lives as well.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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