Passion Sunday, 10th April 2011. Canongate Kirk.
St John 11:25
Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever has faith in me shall live even though he dies; and no one who lives and has faith in me shall ever die
I’ve always had a soft spot for Passion Sunday, for it was on Passion Sunday, the Fifth Sunday of Lent, that I once preached my first ever sermon. The year was either 1988 or 1989, to be honest I’m not absolutely sure, but the place was definitely the linked East Lothian charge of Athelstaneford and Whitekirk. Athelstaneford is referred to these days as the birthplace of the Scottish flag, the saltire, but even more significantly in those days St Mary’s Whitekirk was the home church of the Very Revd Professor T.F.Torrance and on Passion Sunday 1988 or 1989 he was on elder’s duty. Graciously he sat towards the back of the church but even so every time – every single time - I  looked out from the pulpit as I preached my first ever sermon, the only person I could see was Tom Torrance. It was absolutely terrifying. I was a divinity student and he was a world-renowned theologian, former Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland and recipient of more honorary degrees than he can possibly have known what to do with. And, of course, he was also charming and encouraging and we became friends, and when ten years later I left the Army and went to my first parish in Alyth, Perthshire, which had been his own first parish during the war, no-one was more delighted than he. But to this day I remember with just a hint of a shiver running down my spine the fear and trepidation of preaching that first ever sermon in front of him on Passion Sunday. The text was St Mark 10:32 They were on the road going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was leading the way; and the disciples were filled with awe, while those who followed behind were afraid. I remember it distinctly, not least that appropriate combination of awe and fear which so neatly expressed how I myself felt at that moment. They were on the road going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was leading the way; and the disciples were filled with awe, while those who followed behind were afraid. That was taken from the Gospel reading set for that day, the famous passage in St Mark’s Gospel where Jesus takes the twelve aside and tells them in no uncertain terms what will happen when they arrive in Jerusalem, and then deals with the demands of James and John, who insist on sitting one on his right and the other on his left, and finally concludes by turning all their assumptions and expectations upside down with the declaration that The Son of man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. 
But St Mark’s Gospel is not the source of the Gospel reading set for Passion Sunday this year – that responsibility lies with St John, and as once I looked out today and saw only Tom Torrance and as once St Mark encouraged us through the disciples’ eyes to look out and see only Jesus striding out on the road going up to Jerusalem, so now St John asks us to look out and see someone else altogether. Lazarus. Jesus, it has to be said, is coming near to Jerusalem. Bethany was, as St John reminds us, just under two miles from Jerusalem. But Jesus was there not just because it was en route to Jerusalem and the Passover Festival was drawing near, but because it was the home town of Martha and Mary, and on his arrival he found that their brother his friend Lazarus had already been four days in the tomb. Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever has faith in me shall live even though he dies; and no one who lives and has faith in me shall ever die. 
We cannot measure how you heal

Or answer every sufferer’s prayer,

Yet we believe your grace responds

Where faith and doubt unite to care.

Faith and doubt were in abundance that day at the tomb of Lazarus. Martha and Mary had great faith. Lord, they each said quite independently of the other, if you had been here my brother would not have died. But others were not so sure. Could not this man, who opened the blind man’s eyes, have done something to keep Lazarus from dying? they asked. Where faith and doubt unite to care. They all cared about Lazarus, there’s no doubt about that, they all gathered at the entrance to his tomb and even Jesus wept. And suddenly this whole episode takes us to the heart of Passion Sunday after all. Because Passion in this context means suffering and not just the suffering of Jesus but his capacity to share in the suffering of others, to answer every sufferer’s prayer. For even as he wept with them Jesus shared in the suffering of Martha and Mary. He was moved with indignation we are told and deeply distressed and not just by the sheer sadness and suffering either but by the knowledge of how it could be overcome. Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever has faith in me shall live even though he dies; and no one who lives and has faith in me shall ever die. And that ultimately was what his passion, his suffering was for, to prove what the Psalmist had written long since, that Our God is a God who saves; to the Lord God belongs all escape from death. To prove too what Ezekiel had known centuries before, that one way or another those dry old bones would be brought back to life, and by the power of God’s spirit the people would be restored. To prove even what the apostle Paul would write to the Romans in years to come, that although the body is dead because of sin, yet the Spirit is your life, that God gives new life to mortal bodies through his indwelling spirit. 
Thy grief and bitter Passion

were all for sinners’ gain;

Mine, mine was the transgression,

But thine the deadly pain.

Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever has faith in me shall live even though he dies; and no one who lives and has faith in me shall ever die.  Back in East Lothian, just along the road from Whitekirk, in the village of Athelstaneford, it is said that just before an important battle there in the ninth century the King of the Picts looked up to the heavens and saw the white clouds forming the shape of a cross, a St Andrew’s Cross, against the blue sky. He found confidence in that sight, confidence that victory would be his, and the saltire was born. This Passion Sunday, just before we commemorate once again that important battle that Jesus was to engage in, the ultimate battle with sin and death, it is as if the shape of the cross rises up and over us, an empty cross to give us confidence that victory will ultimately be ours. Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever has faith in me shall live even though he dies; and no one who lives and has faith in me shall ever die. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen.
