Human beings are fearful creatures.  We go through our lives worrying about many things.  Some folks worry that they won’t have enough money to pay their bills.  Others fear that they won’t get the promotion at work that they have been struggling to earn.  Still others worry about whether their friends and family truly care for them.  But the one thing that nearly all humans fear the most is their own death.  In spite of all the suffering and pain we experience in life, we desperately cling to our earthly existence.  We dread the possibility that we will someday be unable to reach out and touch our loved ones.  Terror strikes our hearts when we imagine losing our capacity to think or to gaze at the beauty all around us.

Because the thought of our own mortality worries us so deeply, our first inclination is to avoid the issue all together, and our culture helps us in this effort.  Modern American society is extremely fast-paced.  Everywhere we turn there are ways to distract our minds, to divert our attention from the fears and anxieties that plague our souls.  At work, we are expected to always be on the ball.  There are a million projects to work, a million tasks to complete, which leaves us little time to sit back and reflect.  At home, the internet, television, radio, and other technological devices constantly beckon us to escape from our own concerns and live in worlds of fantasy.  We can watch the latest nighttime soap operas and absorb ourselves in the words and deeds of fictional characters, thereby avoiding the realties of our own lives.

But such escapism only works for so long.  At some point, all of us have experiences that force us to confront the terrifying truth that “we are dust, and to dust we shall return.”  How we respond to this confrontation is the central difficulty of our lives.  And if we are honest with ourselves, we must admit that the most common reaction is to look for immortality in this world.  If faced with God’s question to Ezekiel, “Mortal, can these bones live?” many of us would answer, “NO.”  Despite what we tell ourselves and others, we act as though death is a permanent end, and we strive to find ways to be remembered, to achieve something of lasting worth.  That is, we long to achieve earthly immortality.   

Ernest Becker, a twentieth century cultural anthropologist, famously argued that every culture provides a way for its members to do this by creating a “hero system.”  Every culture lifts up certain societal roles and behaviors as “heroic,” and claims that if a person performs them, he will, in some sense, transcend his death and achieve what Becker called “cosmic significance.”  In a sense, the person or his life’s work will live on in the memory of generations to come.  

In modern America, we shy away from openly embracing the heroic because we feel shame in overtly seeking societal greatness.  As a result, we find subtle ways of standing out from the pack.  In his work The Denial of Death, Becker explains this idea well.  He says, “In our culture…the heroic seems too big for us, or we too small for it.  Tell a young man that he is entitled to be a hero and he will blush.  We disguise our struggle by piling up figures in a bank book to reflect privately our sense of heroic worth.  Or by having only a little better home in the neighborhood, a bigger car, brighter children.  But underneath throbs the ache of cosmic specialness, no matter how we mask it in concerns of smaller scope.”


In my own life, I came to appreciate the truth of Becker’s observations when I was a junior in college.  During the first weeks of the school year, my maternal grandmother, with whom I was close, died suddenly and tragically in a car accident.  As she was driving along a service road, she accidentally collided with an improperly secured gate at a construction site and passed away.  My grandmother’s death was not the first time that I had had to come to terms with a loss in the family.  Only a few years earlier, my grandfather had passed away after a long bout with lung and pancreatic cancer, which he developed as a consequence of smoking cigarettes for many years.  

Despite this previous experience, however, I was not prepared for my grandmother’s death.  Unlike my grandfather, she did not die as a result of bad behavioral choices, and she did not have time to say goodbye to friends and family.  There was a suddenness and arbitrariness to her death that led me to despair over the fragility of life; and in the months following her untimely demise, to meditate continually on the meaning and purpose of my life.

Over time, these meditations began to bear fruit.  I came to realize that my perspective on life up to that point had been deeply misguided.  Growing up in the competitive world of McLean, I had spent most of my life struggling with my peers to excel and achieve status.  Over the years, I had received signals (some subtle, some not so subtle) from my teachers and peers that the goal of life was to be superior to others, to do something of lasting importance, to achieve immortality in this world.  And without consciously realizing it until after my grandmother’s death, I had come to view my life in those terms.  That is, I had fully embraced the hero system of our culture.  

As I thought and prayed about this issue some more, I also came to see how futile and destructive our culture’s hero system really is.  By competing with my peers for earthly credit and status, I was not going to achieve any real immortality.  In a few generations, in all likelihood, nobody would remember my name; let alone what I had accomplished during my life. Additionally, it occurred to me that as I struggled against others for power and importance, I made it impossible to truly live in harmony with them.  In always striving to be better than my neighbors, I made it possible to genuinely love them.  My friends, I came to realize that at the heart of the modern American hero system there is nothing but discord and bitterness.  

The good news for you and me though is that we don’t have to follow the dictates of our culture’s hero system, even though we often fall into the trap of doing so.  There is another, better way to live our lives.  

In our reading today from the Gospel of John, we hear the story of the resurrection of Lazarus, a friend of Jesus, in Bethany.  The narrative is a dramatic illustration of where the true path to immorality lies.  The story begins with Mary and Martha informing Jesus that their brother, Lazarus, is sick.  Instead of immediately rushing to save his ill friend, however, Jesus waits two days in the place where he is.  He justifies this decision by saying, “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.”  When Jesus finally arrives outside of Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for four days.  Upon hearing of Jesus’ arrival, Martha goes out to meet him, and she expresses both her disappointment that Jesus did not cure her brother before he died, as well as her continuing faith that in Jesus Christ all things are possible.  She says to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.  But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him...I know that he will rise again in the resurrection of the last day.”

   It is at this point that Jesus reveals his true nature and calling.  He says to Martha, “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.  Do you believe in this?”  Martha responds, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  After seeing the sadness of Mary over the death of her brother, Jesus responds by justifying Martha’s faith in him and glorifying God.  He goes to the tomb of Lazarus, rolls back the stone, and shouts, “Lazarus, come out!”  The dead man returns to life, and as he comes out of the tomb with his hands and feet bound with cloth, Jesus says, “Unbind him and let him go.”

This vivid, powerful story shows us where we can truly find the immortality that we all seek.  Our salvation does not come from embracing our culture’s hero system in a fruitless attempt to achieve immortality in this world.  Eternal life is available in Jesus Christ, and it is available now for those who believe that he is the messiah, the Son of God.  The consequence of this faith for our lives is that we no longer have to struggle with one another to achieve a sense of earthly immortality.  Instead, Christ has said to us, “Believe in me, and you will have victory over death.”  My brothers and sisters, if we are love one another as Christ loved us, if we are to serve Christ in one another, then we must ground our lives on the belief that Jesus Christ is the resurrection and the life.  It is the only way that we can be unbound and let go from our deepest anxieties about death and the fruitless struggles for superiority that plague our earthly lives.  AMEN.   

� Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (New York:  Free Press Paperbacks, 1973), p. 4.
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