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“I Am Among Them!”
A man is ill.  He lives in a village two miles from Jerusalem, the capital city.  His name is Lazarus and his two sisters are Mary and Martha.  They are followers of Jesus and Jesus is their close friend.  But now Lazarus is seriously ill.  The sisters send an urgent message to Jesus who is some distance away.  The message reads, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.”  Jesus, come quickly with your healing touch, before it is too late! 
Instead of coming immediately Jesus lingers 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.”  The next sentence in the NRSV reads, “Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus …he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.”  That is a mistranslation.   It should read, “Because Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus…he stayed two days longer.”  The translators of John’s Gospel could not believe John knew what he was doing in writing it the way he did and so they changed it to make Jesus look more caring.  They didn’t see that Jesus is working at a whole different level.  We soon discover he is not interested in superficial kindness but rather wants to give us a source of comfort beyond our ability to imagine.
It is two days later now and Jesus announces his intention to go to Judea.  They have been there before and gotten in trouble.  Jerusalem is a hot bed of human ferment.  Tensions are high and anything can happen so the disciples try to talk Jesus out of going.  “Rabbi, the Jews (the religious leaders) were just now trying to stone you, and are you going their again?”  Where is your head, man?  Why would you go there; they want to kill you?    

Jesus responds with one his esoteric statements that can only be understood in hindsight, looking back from after the crucifixion and resurrection.  “Are there not twelve hours of daylight?  Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world.  But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.”

I am not sure about this, but I am going to take a shot at interpreting what I think he is saying.  He is saying there is a right time for action and if you wait beyond that right time it becomes the wrong time and you stumble.  The disciples are tempting Jesus to terry and if he yields to this, everything would turn bad.  He must act while the light is in him.  The light is God’s spirit and to live in it you must do what God wants you to do when God wants you to do it.  In pressing on, Jesus is resisting another temptation issued not by the devil but his own disciples.

In systems theory what you can and cannot do is time sensitive.  The whole system is in flux and if you don’t act at a certain time, the system will evolve past the opening and the opportunity will be lost.  A popular way of saying this is the stars are all lined up, the ducks in a row.  I think Jesus is saying, “I must go to Jerusalem now.  It is time.  The cosmos is set.”  If Jesus lingered his timing would be off, and he would stumble, and God’s purpose would not be achieved.

Jesus’ next statement made more sense to the disciples but contained a logical flaw.  “Jesus told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.”  Duh, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right.”  Lord, why are we going to Judea, that death trap again, to wake somebody who has overslept?  

Jesus now tells them plainly that Lazarus is dead and that they are going to him so that they may believe.  This is not making a lot of sense to the disciples who had hoped to keep Jesus from going to Judea at all.  Thomas, that somber realist, who the text points out, is a twin, said to the other disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”  Twins are used to going along with what another wants even though they suspect it is in error!
The entourage moves on and arrives in Bethany.  From the disciple’s point of view, things are much worse than expected.  Not only is Lazarus dead but he has been in the tomb four days! Martha comes out to meet Jesus and seems to hold Jesus responsible for her brother’s death.  

The conversation between Martha and Jesus shows that Martha does not understand what Jesus is talking about when Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life.”  She cannot see that this statement has any bearing on her or her dead brother.  Martha does not comprehend.  She does believe he is the anointed of God but cannot grasp that he is the resurrection and life.  She leaves Jesus standing there and “goes back and calls her sister Mary, and tells her privately, ‘The Teacher is here and is calling for you.”  Jesus hadn’t actually called for Mary though Martha said he had.  I think there was something about the conversation that was making Martha very uncomfortable.

When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to him.  Jesus was still standing where Martha had left him.  Some of the other mourners see her leave and, concerned for her, follow her out.  

While Mary says the same thing to Jesus as Martha, Mary says it while kneeling at his feet.  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  I get a different feel from Mary.  She asks the same question but without the pointing finger of blame.  She, too, wants to know why but the question comes from a place of trust.  Their relationship is still intact, even though she is sad about her brother’s death.  

Mary and the people who followed her out begin to cry.  Our text says “Jesus was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.”   If he knew he would raise Lazarus, why was he so emotionally upset?  

I think he was agitated because he knew what he had to do to bring an awareness of God’s resurrection power to us humans.  Because of our commitment toward death, Jesus had to die to show us God’s life.  He was seeing the suffering our commitment to death brings upon us.  Have you ever gotten a glimpse of the sinfulness of the world and it just made you sick and angry?  You see it and it turns your stomach?  That’s how he felt.
Jesus has to work it through and decide he will do what needs to be done.  John doesn’t have a temptation story like the Synoptic Gospels but this is John’s temptation story.  He knew if he brought Lazarus to life, it would lead to his own death.  For John the two are linked.

Jesus resolves it and says, “Where have you laid him?”  Those around him say, “Lord, come and see.”  Aren’t those the same words Jesus used when he called his first disciples, Andrew and Peter?  But now God is calling Jesus to come and see where faithfulness and desiring his Father’s will, will take him.  Jesus begins to weep!  Is this the Fourth Gospel’s form of the tears shed in the Garden of Gethsemane?  

The religious leaders misinterpret his tears.  They can’t see that his tears look forward to what he must soon suffer and why.  Jesus is feeling the weight of all the violence, injustice, innocent suffering and false accusations the world has generated through all time.  This is not about Jesus’ psychology.  It is about anthropology and theology.    The religious leaders, being sensitive, think his tears grow out of his sympathy for his friend.  We know they are far more than that; they are the tears for the whole world.

The irony of the verse shows up in the last sentence.  Even in their description of Jesus’ behavior, the divisions and the tensions between the leaders begin to appear.  “So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ But others said, ‘Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”  It is these tensions and how they are managed that makes Jesus’ journey to the cross necessary.  These are the tensions that we humans attempt to manage through the mechanism of scapegoating and this is what Jesus came to reveal by allowing him self to be caught in its machinery.  

Waves of awareness seem to be washing over Jesus.  Again greatly disturbed he comes to the tomb and says, “Lazarus, come out.”  In bringing Lazarus to life, Jesus knows he is condemning himself to death.  Hadn’t Jesus said that he would raise Lazarus so that the Son of God may be glorified through it?  In John’s Gospel, the glorification is the crucifixion.  That’s where the Son of Humanity is lifted up.  He is willing to go forward because he loves his Father, because he loves us, and because he believes his Father will call him out of death through the power of God’s resurrection.  

Jesus, the Word of God made flesh, said to the power of the grave, “Unbind him and let him go.” Jesus wants to unbind us from death’s hold on our lives. He is able to! “Many…who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did believed in him.”  I am among them.  Amen.
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