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Pray.  Fascinating readings again, as ever...  They're about 

new starts in life - but really new starts!  They're not just 

New Year's Resolutions, or turning over a new leaf, but 

radical stuff!  Hezekiah was one of the best kings of Judah, 

but at the time of our reading Judah had been invaded by 

the Assyrians and Jerusalem was suffering a desperate 

siege, with no food available and no sign of relief.   

 

Earlier in Isaiah 38 we are told Hezekiah had also been 

about to die; the prophet Isaiah had informed him of this, by 

a word from the Lord.  But Hezekiah prayed desperately 

and Isaiah was sent back with a different word from the 

Lord; Hezekiah was to be granted a life extension of fifteen 

years.  The passage we heard was his recollection of and 

response to this event.  Hezekiah lived those fifteen extra 

years with a different perspective, a renewed sense of praise 

and trust in God.  His life extension offered the opportunity 

to tell others what God had done for him. 
 

As an aside I am humbled and challenged by verse 7: 

"Surely it was for my benefit that I suffered such anguish..."  

It shows an incredibly mature view of suffering, an amazing 

degree of faith and trust in the Lord, with echoes of Ps 23 

"Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

death I will fear no evil, for Thou are with me".  I really 

wish I was so patient with my own stresses and sufferings, 

which are so petty and minor compared to Hezekiah's. 
  

But onwards.  We're thinking about new starts.  It's fairly 

obvious what kind of new start Lazarus got, but in case 



anyone missed it - he'd actually died.  I'm sure many of you 

could put the Monty Python words of the Dead Parrot 

sketch in here and get the idea.  Contemporary Jewish 

thinking said the soul might hang around the dead body for 

three days before departing to the place of the dead.  But 

Lazarus had been dead four days and his body had probably 

started to decay.  He'd really gone.  The End. 
 

But then; a word from the Lord.  An unexpected word from 

the Lord of Life: "Lazarus, come out!"  This was even more 

than a new start in life, it was an entire new life, life from 

the dead!  Lazarus had been dead even longer than Jesus 

spent in the tomb!  He was also given a life extension, a 

chance to tell others what God had done for him.    
 

I was struck by the fact that this is the last sermon before we 

start our Growing Our Church course, and considered these 

readings in that light.  I am convinced that the course has 

come our way at just the right time; it's a gift from God to 

us all at St Mary's.  If you like, it's his word to us at this 

time, our chance for a new start. 
 

Now, I'm not saying that our church is dead, or even 

terminally ill, even though our numbers in main church 

services seem to have gone down over the past five years.  

What I am saying is that these things cannot be taken 

lightly.  God gave both Hezekiah and Lazarus new life for 

at least two reasons that I can think of.  The first reason I 

haven't mentioned yet.  It is, of course, that he loved them 

and they loved him.  That mutual love enabled life to flow 

between them and God even though death seemed to have 

claimed the mortal life of both men.  There's some deep, 



life-giving theology here that I haven't time to explore now!   

Let's just note that God loves us all of St Mary's and wants 

to give us all even more of his life than we've had before.   
 

I have mentioned the second reason God gave a new life to 

both men. It was so that they could tell others what God had 

done for them!  These reasons are vital for us to grasp as we 

start our new course: God loves us so much he wants to give 

us his own life, and he wants us to share that love and life 

with others.  Basing our lives on those two principles is the 

bedrock upon which our church can, and will grow. 
 

So, a new course and a new start for us at St Mary's.  Of 

course I'd love you to sign up if you haven't already, and to 

participate in whatever way you can.  Everyone's 

contribution is vital to discerning how God is calling us to 

grow St Mary's; it cannot be just determined by the ministry 

team.  Finding it, and following it, requires the gifts and 

experiences of us all.  It also needs the ongoing commitment 

of us all to sustain the church on the way forward thereafter.   
 

This may not be pain-free; the course may well set us off on 

tracks that will become uncomfortable for some of us - I 

expect to be part of that number too.  What we discern from 

the course may require us to experience just a little of what 

Hezekiah and Lazarus went through in their own sufferings.  

The way forward may require us to experience mini-deaths 

of our own old lives, our own old ways of doing things, so 

that God's new life can blossom amongst us.   
 

Do you remember my earlier 'aside' comment about looking 

at our sufferings as being good for us?  When I wrote that 



comment I did, indeed, think it was only an aside.  But as 

the sermon developed I realised it could well be the main 

message.  There may be things that challenge us, directions 

God is calling us to that mean our own preferences have to 

die in order to allow God's new life to appear, both in our 

own lives and in the wider life of St Mary's.  That may 

cause us pain or suffering.  We don't need to fear this; 

Lazarus' sisters at the tomb were afraid to roll the stone 

away from the tomb and to look at what death had done to 

the one they held most dear.  They overcame that fear as 

they trusted Jesus' words: "Did I not tell you that if you 

believed you would see the glory of God?"   And they saw 

the wondrous new life Christ brought - the old Lazarus 

renewed, reinvigorated!  If they hadn't faced and overcome 

that fear, Lazarus would have stayed in the tomb - dead! 
 

Perhaps these two readings are a parable for us as we think 

about growing St Mary's under God.  We may need to 

wrestle with our understandings and established ways of 

doing things in such a way that it seems to us like a kind of 

dying.  If so, let's imitate Hezekiah's maturity of faith in 

confronting his own sufferings and fear of death.  Let's also 

learn from Martha's and Mary's trust in Jesus which 

overcame their fears of the effects of death on what they 

held most dear.  For whether we are called to struggle with 

these things, or find we can embrace them easily, we can be 

confident that our God is the God of new life.  Let's not 

leave the stone across the tomb but let God bring us his new 

life, and let's learn how to share that with others as we start 

working with God to grow his, and our, church.  AMEN 


