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The Miracle of Eternal Life
30th October 2016
An address given by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, at a performance of
the Miracle Play “Lazarus” at St Paul’s Cathedral on All Saints’ Sunday 2016:

“Martha had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying”, we
heard in our second lesson.
Tonight is an opportunity to sit at the Lord’s feet and hear what he is saying to us – as the story of the
family of Mary, Martha and their brother Lazarus is acted out for us by players and musicians, as part
of our 125th anniversary miracle play. I would like to thank all those who have worked so hard to make
this performance possible: Dr Barbara Burge, who conceived of the play and created it from the words
of John’s gospel; the Cathedral players and the Choir of Christ Church South Yarra, directed by Michael
Fulcher, who who are bringing the story to life for us. And my colleagues in Cathedral ministry and
administration who helped make this project come to life: by creating props, sitting in on and helping to
coordinate rehearsals and by many many greater and lesser tasks behind the scenes.
The tradition of performing the story of salvation is a long and proud one, and one that is common not
only to the English-speaking world, through the mystery and miracle plays of Coventry and Wakefield,
Lincoln, Chester and York, but were a favourite part of the church’s calendar in places as far apart as
Traunstein and Toledo, Munich and Madrid, Cologne and Cordoba. From the Middle Ages onwards,
the Bible has been brought alive through drama and music. In a culture where many were unable to
read the Scriptures themselves – because they were unable to read or write, and because the principal
edition of the Scriptures were still in Latin – the exposition of the Biblical text through miracle plays was
an important highlight of the Christian year. Drama and colour, costume and music invited the viewers
to be part of the story of Christ and his disciples, and to take their part in the story of salvation.
Many miracle plays encompassed the entirety of the story of salvation: telling the story of the creation
of the world, and the garden of Eden that God made so that human beings, animals, and all created
things could live in harmony, be fruitful and multiply. They told the story of human disobedience: the
eating of forbidding fruit that opened human eyes to the reality of evil inherent in each human act. They
told the story of God’s sharing in the human story when an Angel announced to a young woman that
God sought to make his home among mortals, and that she, Mary, was to be the mother of the Saviour.
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They told the story of the birth of her Son, Jesus – the origin of our own tradition of nativity plays. They
showed his baptism, and healing, his suffering and death, his rising to new life and his return to heaven.
Many foretold the story of his coming again in glory and power as the judge of all creation. They told
the story of salvation, so that all could see and understand the great love that God has for us humans,
the love that brought this fragile, beautiful world into being, and gave life to all; the love that restored all
life by the free giving up of one life – when Jesus died on the cross.
These plays were played as acts of worship as well as tales of spectacle and delight. The miracles of
birth and baptism, death and rising, were acted out – often across a number of stages, sometimes on
mobile stages. Sometimes they were part of a solemn procession, such as in the medieval Corpus
Christi plays, where players and congregation shared in moving from stage to stage. Only during the
performance itself there were two distinctive groups: players and viewers. Once each segment of the
play was performed the two became one group, one congregation, as part of one procession and act
of worship.
Tonight’s play follows in the proud tradition of these liturgical spectacles of salvation. We, too, the
viewers are invited to be a congregation and know ourselves to be participants in the story that unfolds.
The players may do most of the work for us: depicting the events in and around Bethany near
Jerusalem, but as we follow their story, we are invited to go in heart and mind to the places to which
they go, share in their emotions and in this way take part in the story of the Gospel. We are invited to
enter into the scenes with them, as silent, prayerful participants for whom the story of salvation is being
brought to life.
The events told us centre on three siblings – Mary, Martha and their brother Lazarus. They are friends
of Jesus, who has been a visitor to their home. Tonight’s second lesson from the Gospel of St Luke
tells us how Jesus ate and taught at their home. Martha is the master of the house. Her name tells us
that: the Aramaic means ‘mistress’, or ‘the lady’. She runs a complex household, readily takes action,
is outspoken and full of confidence that nothing is impossible for God. She is the one who will come to
understand that their friend Jesus is more than just as teacher, but the Messiah, the Son of God, who
has come into the world so that the world may have life.
Where Martha is extroverted and active, her sister Mary is more inward-looking: some have described
her a contemplative. Certainly, in tonight’s lesson, it is Mary who chooses to remain still, sit at the feet
of Jesus and hear the life-giving words that he proclaims. Jesus commends Mary for her careful
listening: she has chosen the better part, he tells, because she has opened her heart to his teaching.
And the teaching that Jesus imparts is about how God seeks to come close to his people, and show
them mercy; how God seeks others to partner with him to make known the good news that the Kingdom
of God has come, and that that Kingdom can never be taken away from those who recognise their Lord
and King, and have become part of his family: “rejoice that your names are written in heaven”, he tells
his friends, “blessed are the eyes that see what you see”.
We, too, are blessed when we open our eyes to the story of salvation. We are blessed that we may
share in the enactment of the story of how the family of Mary, Martha and Lazarus came to know Jesus
to be their Lord and King, and in so doing, be made part of a larger family – the family of the Kingdom
of God. We give thanks for the skill of our players and our musicians, who take us on a journey to see
what the eyes of the disciples saw and, in so doing, found blessing.
I hope that tonight’s performance may be a blessing to you – to us – as a community. I hope that in the
story we may find our own stories woven into the story of salvation, and be for us the story of faith. I
hope that in the bringing to life of the good news through play and performance, we may be
strengthened in our own reading and marking of the Scriptures – may be invited to enter deeply into
the events that took place so long ago, and see them come to life for us, so that we might share in the
life that is forever.
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Tonight, I hope that we will choose the “better part”, and let our business and preoccupation, our busy
thoughts, our concerns and anxieties, be stilled. Sit at the feet of Jesus and share in this story of faith;
and there find what God calls us to be – members of his family, who share in a life that is freely given
to all who allow themselves be touched by the mighty words and works of Christ. Share in the story of
Christ’s Kingdom and find in his Gospel, as told us by our players and musicians, the words of eternal
life; the better part, which will never be taken away from us.
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