5 Lent – April 6, 2014 – Peace
John 11:1-45
“If only” is a phrase that has come to mind frequently as some of the top news stories wind on and on.  If only flight 370 had been equipped with electronics that could not have been turned off.  If only people had taken seriously the warnings of the danger posed by the unstable hillside in Oso. And now, in our gospel reading this morning we have another”if only”: “If only you had been here, Jesus, my brother would not have died.”
While this story is called the “raising of Lazarus”, it is really Lazarus’ sister, Martha, who is the central figure. She is now the fourth and last of the very different people who encounter Jesus in our Lenten Sunday gospels.  We began with Nicodemus, the Pharisee, followed by the Samaritan woman at the well, and then, the man born blind. All three of these people are meeting Jesus for the first time and all three find that He overturns their expectations in surprising ways. But the person who encounters Jesus in today’s reading is Martha, someone who already knows him well. 
The raising of Lazarus from the dead is the last of 7 miracles that structure the first part of John’s gospel.  John calls these miracles “signs”.  In John’s view such signs can help a person in coming to believe in Jesus, and yet, a faith based on signs, on miracles needs to grow into a trust in Jesus’ word.  Each of these signs points to the importance of believing in Jesus and His power to bring life out of death. But we need to understand what “believing in Jesus” really means.  Often when we use the phrase “believe in” we are talking about holding certain opinions or accepting certain ideas as valid, regarding certain statements as true. These ideas or opinions may not have much impact on the course of our daily lives. But when John writes this gospel so that we may believe in Jesus and in believing have life in his name, he is talking about something much more active. This “believing in Jesus” is a matter of trusting Jesus and acting daily on the basis of your trust in Him.  Just about every time you come across the word “believe” in John’s gospel, you should substitute “trust”.
Our story begins when Lazarus becomes sick and his sisters send a message to Jesus whose home is some distance away in Galilee. When Jesus gets the message, He says, “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.” This is almost the same thing that He said last week when he explained that it wasn’t anyone’s sin that caused the man to be born blind.  Lazarus’ home is only a little ways from Jerusalem where Jesus and the disciples had recently met such opposition that people were ready to stone them. Under the circumstances, it would be understandable if Jesus decided to heal Lazarus long distance, as he does with the centurion’s servant.  It would also be understandable if the close ties of friendship caused Jesus to rush to Lazarus’ side, heedless of the danger.  But instead, though we are assured that He loves this family, Jesus stays where he is for two more days.  And then, out of the blue, he says to the disciples, “Let’s go to Judea again.” The disciples are as alarmed and baffled, as you and I would be. “What on earth are you thinking of? We just managed to get out of there alive.” But Jesus seems to have a timing that has nothing to do with human logic.  He says that there is time to get done what is needs to be done, and there is something critical about this visit for the disciples faith.  But what is there to do? Lazarus is already dead. So why are we taking such a risk? So that we may believe? What is there to believe?” Thomas has already given up any attempt at reasoning with Jesus, “Let us go that we may die with Him.”
When they arrive in Bethany, they learn that Lazarus has been dead four days. In this relatively warm climate, the bodies of the dead were prepared and placed in a tomb almost immediately, so that most of the mourning took place after the burial. But there was a folk belief that the soul hovered around the body for three days after death. Four days tells us that Lazarus was unmistakably dead. 
Martha makes no secret of her disappointment at Jesus’ delay: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died”, though her disappointment doesn’t shake her confidence in Jesus’ closeness to God.  With Jesus and most other Jews, Martha trusts that Lazarus will rise at the last day, but that is a long way off and doesn’t touch the pain of the moment.  But what Jesus says next is beyond her power to comprehend:
25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. (Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 
Jesus is trying to take Martha further than she can imagine and she very honestly sticks to what she knows she can affirm “I believe (trust) that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.  Martha then goes to call Mary and Jesus has almost the very same conversation with her, except that Mary is in tears and her tears and those of the people with her get to Jesus. He may be the Son of God who is the resurrection and the life, but He is also the fully human friend of Lazarus, Martha and Mary who does not escape the pain of standing at the grave of His friend. The words that describe Jesus’ emotions include anger as well as grief and our best guess is that His anger has to do with the way that death and suffering distort God’s good creation.
Then, in a move that shocks everybody, Jesus walks over to the cave where Lazarus’ body lies and says, “Take away the stone”. Martha is horrified.  She knows, as anyone who has ever recovered a body knows, that death really stinks. “Did I not tell you that if you believed, if you trusted me, you would see the glory of God?” says Jesus and that is enough to convince them to roll back the stone. And then, Jesus does another strange thing.  He stops and prays a prayer of thanks. He thanks God for having heard his prayer, so that those standing by will understand that what they are about to see is God’s power at work in him. What makes Him so confident? British scripture scholar thinks he has figured out why: when the stone is rolled back and the grave is open, there is no stench as Martha expected.
43 When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ”Lazarus, come out!”  44 The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him and let him go.” 
“Unbind him and let him go.” “Unbind them and let them go”. Jesus’ words here at the high point of this story are not just for Lazarus, but for all of us.  It is a” declaration that in Christ God is at work, liberating everyone  who will trust him from all those forces which imprison and oppress, not the least of which is death.” (Kysar)
With “Unbind him and let him go” we come to the end of the first half of John’s gospel. The resurrection of Lazarus is the climax of the first half. The resurrection of Jesus will be the climax of the 2nd half. The events that take place at Lazarus’ tomb mirror those that will take place at Jesus’ tomb.  God is glorified in Jesus as Lazarus is raised from the dead.  (But as John tells the story, God is most completely glorified as Jesus is lifted up on the cross, suffers, dies, is buried and then, raised from the dead.)
 In the final verse of the reading we hear that many of the Jews who came with Mary trusted in Jesus because of what they had seen at Lazarus’ tomb. But in the following verses that conclude this chapter we also hear that this dramatic sign has sent panic into the hearts of the authorities who fear that Jesus’ growing popularity will look like rebellion and bring the harsh fist of the Romans down upon the Jews and remove the last vestiges of their autonomy. They conclude that “we need a more permanent solution to our problem” and the plot to kill Jesus is set in motion.
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Martha looks back toward the past. “Your brother will rise again” Jesus invites her to look toward the future. “I am the resurrection and the life.” Then, Jesus invites her to imagine that the future is brought forward into the present.  Resurrection is no longer confined to the “sweet by and by”. Resurrection is a person, standing before her, challenging her to exchange “if only” for “if Jesus”. ( “If Jesus is who she is coming to believe that He is… If Jesus is the Messiah, the one promised by the prophets, the one coming into the world…If he is God’s own Son, the one in whom God is strangely and newly present.. If He is resurrection in person, life come to life.. then, what?)
All through John’s gospel Jesus encounters people who speak about their hope for a messiah, the hope of resurrection as an event that is off somewhere in the future. And over and over again Jesus says, “I’m here! The future is here.” When the Samaritan woman at the well says, “I know the Messiah is coming and someday he’ll teach us everything,” Jesus says, ”I am he, the one who is speaking to you.” When the man born blind asks Jesus, “Who is the Son of Man?” Jesus says, “You have seen him and the one speaking to you is he.”
No one expects God to be quite so near as God is in Jesus. No one expects eternal life to be quite so close to our everyday lives, in fact, to invade our everyday lives. But this is what Jesus is all about, living daily in the presence of God and opening up daily life in the presence of God for us.
“I am the resurrection and the life” means far more than someday when I die, I’ll go to heaven, as important as that may be. “I am the resurrection and the life” is God’s word to us right now, in the midst of life.  If Jesus is the resurrection and the life, then we have been enlisted into God’s battle against everything that would damage or distort or destroy human beings. If Jesus is the resurrection and the life, then every bit of how we live our lives matters.  If Jesus is the resurrection and the life then he is the power of God in the face of all of the “little deaths” that we face every day. Death invades our lives daily with messages that threaten bind us up tightly in a myriad of fears, that threaten to rob us of our joy in life and our hope in God.
But Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life right now. Death doesn’t get the last word. You don’t have to run scared all of your life. You can live with the same glorious confidence in God that I lived because God is the one who has the last word and God’s word to you is life. Amen


Sermon Summary 4/6/14
[bookmark: _GoBack]What if the resurrection is not a doctrine but a person? What if the resurrection life is not about some misty day in the future, but is here in the midst of our lives today?
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