Jesus Wept:  Lazarus, Part I
John 11:1-37


So … after Jenna gave us a very welcome reprieve from our Gospel lectionary, we’re back in to the Gospel of John this morning.  The first forty-five verses of the eleventh chapter of John are the Gospel lectionary reading for this one Sunday, today.  But, as the title of the message this morning indicates, we’re going to break these verses apart a bit and use them for the next three Sundays, including today.  (If anyone is doing any calculating, that will conclude this “series” on which day?  Of course … Easter Day.)  These verses narrate the death and “raising to life” of Lazarus.  We’ll be exploring most of the verses in our passage this morning, up to verse 37, best known as the “shortest verse in the new Testament.”  It is the title of the sermon message this morning, Jesus Wept.  Pray with me …
Now, before I read from John, and I’m going to be stopping and teaching as we read through this passage (perhaps not every verse, but), I want to remind you of one of the most important things I believe about our Holy Scripture:  We are able to believe whatever you need to about whether or not any particular event actually happened, but we must always ask yourself “What does it mean?”  
Do you believe this story is literally true?  Okay, but it can’t just be about what Jesus did for someone else, end of story, lucky Lazarus.  Are you unable to make any sense out of a literal interpretation of this story?  Okay, but you can’t just write it off as supernatural early church propaganda.  In both cases, we must ask ourselves what it John trying to say to us, what does he “mean” for us to understand – about God, yes, but also about Jesus and about ourselves – through this story.
To help us with that understanding I’m going to use the writing of Jesuit priest John Dear (D-e-a-r!) in his book Lazarus, Come Forth!
 And I’ll do so far more times than I’ll note in delivering this sermon, or even in footnoting its manuscript.  I’m indebted to Father John.  So let’s begin the story and our exploration …

Read John 11:1a  Now a certain man was ill

Our story begins with an announcement:  A man was ill.  (We may be put in mind of another good story:  “Marley was dead ..”)  That much is made clear from the very beginning.  As familiar as we are now of Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha, we haven’t heard of them yet from John.  In this introduction to him, and in the context of John’s gospel, it is appropriate to understand that Lazarus represents “humanity” (36).  Humanity is sick, John is telling us, artfully.  Later when we hear that Lazarus has died, we are to understand that John is describes the human race as lifeless, lying inside a tomb, no longer breathing, a victim of it’s own culture of violence and death.  Jesus has something to say about this condition.

Lazarus, you see, is apparently one of Jesus’ closest friends.  He and his sisters, Mary and Martha live in Bethany, not far from Jerusalem, and we may imagine that they often offered Jesus a place of respite from the road.  Jesus is now across the Jordan, according to the end of chapter ten, having just escaped an “assassination attempt,” a stoning by some in and around Jerusalem, and word has come that his friend Lazarus is sick.  We expect that Jesus will do one of two things:  stay put because Judea’s citizens had just tried to kill him or lead them to Bethany right away.  He does neither.  He lingers and only announces their trip to Bethany after two whole days.  And then …
Read John 11:7-8  … after (these days, Jesus) said to his disciples, “Let us go to Judea … again.  The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Judeans were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?”
We don’t know yet if the disciples knew Lazarus.  But they did know that danger lurked in Bethany, on the other side of the river.  They don’t want to return across the river to Bethany, or anywhere close to Jerusalem.  They probably purposely misunderstand Jesus’ euphemism – “fallen asleep” in verse eleven – to find an excuse not to go.  So Jesus speaks more bluntly in verse fourteen, “Lazarus is dead.”  Adding, “Let us go to him.”  Thomas agrees in verse sixteen, anticipating that they all may die.  Curiously, we don’t hear another word from them or about them for the rest of this story.  Father John in his writing suggests that, in the end, they didn’t go with Jesus, they stayed put and Jesus goes to Bethany alone.  In Thomas and the other disciples, he says, we see ourselves (47).
And now, the plot thickens.  Jesus returns to Bethany.   Read John 11:17-19  When Jesus arrived he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days.
Jesus returns to Bethany, alone and unarmed, entering a region where the authorities would eagerly seize and kill him if they could avoid arousing a public outcry.  Notwithstanding the dangers, he goes, centered in the God of life.  He knows that he belongs to the God of peace.  He is drawn forward into dangerous terrain to liberate Lazarus or, in the broader sense, to liberate us all.  Anyone who claims to be Jesus’ follower is assigned the very same task.  We are to re-order our lives towards peace and mindfulness, summoned to go farther, even, and challenge our culture of war and violence and fear and death.  Jesus travels this road to face the very crowd that once already tried to do away with him.  He does so eager to help his friend, determined to liberate humanity from the culture of death.  But that culture greets him head on.  Not in the form of a death squad or screaming crowds, but in the faces and in the lives of his friends.
In verse nineteen we read that a crowd has gathered at the tomb, to begin the mourning and to “comfort” Martha and Mary.  These are surely the very ones who earlier tried to put Jesus to death, that wanted to stone him.  They’re “professional mourners” now (50), going by the book and fulfilling time-honored traditions.  We’re not so different today.  We too mourn our dead, yet we scarcely pay head to our culture of death (51).  

Read John 11:20-21  When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home.  Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died
Jesus gets no greeting from Mary, Martha meets him with something like blame on her lips (53), “Lord, if you had been here …” Her plea sounds all too familiar to us.  If you were with me, God … if you were God … 

My loved one would not have died … War in Iraq (or Vietnam, Afgahnistan, Central America) would have been averted … you might have protected us on 9/11 or at Fort Hood ... Nuclear weapons, corrupt corporations, crime in the cities, global warming, the ever-widening gulf between the haves and have-nots – all this could have been avoided … people might have lived, we might have lived … if you were with us, God …
Martha’s despair is our own (54).  And we, too, follow that despair with directions:

Read John 11:22  “But even now,” Martha continues in our story, “I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”   She presses Jesus to pray, even telling him how to do it and what to pray for!  She hasn’t let Jesus say a word, making him listen to her.  Again, we recognize ourselves.  But Jesus doesn’t rebuke her behavior.  He listens and tries to hearten her.  Read John 11:23  Your brother will rise again.

Your brother will rise, Jesus says to each one of us.  Your sister will rise.  Your father will rise, your mother will rise, your friends will rise, all will rise.  We sit here dumbfounded, mouths hanging open.  Our options for understanding are few.  Either Jesus is mad – unlikely or we would have forgotten him long ago – or something new is upon us.  The challenge is to take him at his astonishing word (57).  That is the beginning of hope and new life, the beginning of our own resurrection.  Listen to this one, trust him, accept this promise.  If we can, when we do, we have embarked into the fullness of life … You will rise.


Martha hears this and allows it, but only with resignation.  Read John 11:24  I now that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.
 Vague notions of the resurrection are already in the air, but for Martha, the idea of it carries little energy, she imagines it a distant and incomprehensible dream, certainly of no comfort to her in her present distress.  Who among us hasn’t’ felt this way?  Future comfort holds little power for present sorrows.  And then the words we have made so much fuss over, and understand so little about:

Read John 11:25-26a  I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live.

Jesus knows something Martha (and Mary and all the others) don’t.  Something we don’t get, either.  The last day has come and gone in him, and in anyone who claims the Love that saves us!  We are in the first days of resurrection (57)!  We have already entered upon eternal life.  It can begin today, here and now.  Death no longer has any sway.  Jesus belittles it, he compares it to sleep.  And he wants Martha, and us two thousand years later, to trust in resurrection and in life.  
I am the resurrection and the life.  This is the Gospel in one sentence, a truth so deep that we must return to it daily, let it sink in, listen to it, and take it to heart.  Whoever is alive here and now and believes in me – in my way – as the fullness of life, love, and peace and follows my way of living life, loving everyone, and confronting death, will never die because that person is already in eternal life!  (58-59)  Jesus is speaking of the here and now, about living today as if death has no authority.  Eternal life has begun, you are already risen.  Resist the culture of death, trust in the God of life.  Live and give life ... After this amazing proclamation, Jesus (through the writing of John) issues a direct challenge:  
Read John 11:26b  Do you believe this?!  …

I’m going to let us all off the hook this week and allow us to wait two weeks to answer this challenge.  In John’s story, though, Martha answers, “Yes Lord.”  Though at second glance, she seems a bit evasive.  She doesn’t say “I believe you are the resurrection and the life.”  She says, “I believe you are the Messiah.”  And then what happens?  
Read John 11:28a  When she had said this, she went back …
Here’s a painful reminder, I hope you feel it in yourself and not just in our scripture story.  When God in Christ pierces your defenses and compels you to peer into the murky unknown, don’t run away.  Martha did.  She was hit with a sort of “spiritual vertigo” (63) and she breaks off her discussion with Jesus and runs away telling Mary in effect, you go meet him; it’s your turn to deal with him for awhile. 
Read John 11:28b  Martha called her sister, Mary, and told her privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling of you.”  

We should notice that she’s demoted Jesus a bit in that line.  He’s no longer Lord, or Messiah/Son of God, he’s Teacher.
Mary gets up quickly and goes to him.  The mourners follow her, thinking she is going to the tomb, thinking she is taking them deeper into the death they are so familiar with.  Mary’s first words to Jesus are the exact same as Martha’s.  
Read John 11:32b-33  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.
Rarely do the Gospel writers bother to describe Jesus’ feelings.  But here, John tells us.  Disturbed, in our translation – perturbed, deeply troubled, anguished in others.  He asks his question in verse thirty-four:  Where have you laid him? which seems to please the group who have gathered around him with Mary.  “Come and see” they say to him with eagerly.  
“Come and see.”  The very words Jesus used to call his first disciples to experience life in this Gospel are here used to call him to experience death and doubt, despair and domination.  Father John, in his book, asks us to consider, “How does this make Jesus feel?”  How might Jesus feel toward the crowd’s counter-invitation and recruitment into the culture of death? (68)

He is devastated.  The next verse, famous for its brevity, the shortest in the New Testament, and our stopping point for this morning, sums it all up:  
Read John 11:35  Jesus began to weep.
That crowd in John’s scene imagines they have reduced him at last.  So do we.  He is finally behaving according to cultural norms, showing helplessness and bereavement before the face of death.  Finally he’s behaving like one of us.  Some of them mutter their false sympathies in our final verse:  “See how he loved him.”  And others taunt him, “If only he had been here, had done something.”
Nobody believes in Jesus.  We all put our faith in the power of death.  We don’t want resurrection or life.  “Come and see how effective are our ways of death,” is our invitation to him, too.  How does this make Jesus feel?  He weeps.  He weeps, but not because Lazarus has died or because he is helpless in the face of death.  We’ve misread this text for centuries.  Jesus weeps because everyone in the scene – the crowds, the rulers, his male disciples, even Mary and Martha – have gone only so far with him.  In the end they reject his invitation to life and put their trust instead in the tyranny of death (70).

We’ve all missed the point.  Jesus does not weep because Lazarus has died.  He weeps because everyone in the story – and all of us – believe not in the God of life but in the culture of death.  He weeps not because his offer of life is impotent, but because we do not want it.  We are used to war, violence, killing, getting our own, and taking care of our own.  We’re used the idea of chemical and/or nuclear destruction.  We know these possibilities well.  We’ve grown used to them.  We’re all powerless.  There is no hope.  Lazarus is dead, humanity is dead, the world cannot be disarmed and changed.  So let’s get along as best we can.  At this … Jesus weeps.  And part one of our narrative this year is over.
The story doesn’t end here, of course.  It is precisely when Jesus hits rock bottom that he acts.  But that must wait awhile, a week at least.  And we should spend this week wondering about the ways we, too, make Jesus weep.  We’ll come together  around this table to strengthen ourselves for the task, but make no mistake, Christ cries because of us even as he cries out for us.  Let us pray …
Loving God, as we prepare to gather around this table to remember Jesus’ life, force us to remember, too, that every time we say no to the resurrection life you offer here and now we die.  In Easter’s promise, we pray …

Amen.
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