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THE GOD OF THE LIVING
Not everything is as it seems in our Gospel story this morning. On the surface, Jesus comes to the grave of his friend Lazarus. Moved to tears he raises Lazarus back to life.  It seems straightforward. 

But there is a problem, a translation issue plagues John chapter 11. Verse 33 in English translates as: "When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved." And in verse 38, we read, "Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb." We usually read this as Jesus deeply grieved at the death of his friend.  But the words John uses to describe Jesus' behavior are really quite different in Greek! It should read, "When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was upset and agitated." 

That doesn't fit our picture of Jesus.  The translators, who also noticed this, changed the words and gave us a translation emphasizing Jesus’ compassion at the death of his friend.  They made Jesus appear more sentimental—more like a modern sensitive psychologist.  With a few delft movements of the pen Jesus changes from being stern and unhappy to being “sad.” 

But Jesus’ sternness makes more sense than you might think. The story begins with Jesus and his disciples at a distance from Bethany, where Lazarus lived.  Apparently, when Lazarus took ill, Jesus couldn’t get there right away and Lazarus died before Jesus could make it and this is why Jesus is sad, right? Not really! 
When Mary and Martha, Lazarus' two sisters, send word to Jesus that Lazarus is sick, Jesus replies, "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.  So, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.”
There! That's the problem in this story.  Jesus delayed on purpose! He healed many people throughout his ministry, most of them strangers, but when he gets word that one of his best friends is gravely ill, he delays a couple extra days.  Why did he do that?!  
James Alison says the Gospels are really notes for telling a story, Cliff Notes if you will.  We are supposed to take them and slow them down and play with them until they interpret us.  This story only makes sense if Jesus knows that it doesn't end with death and from the front end of the story we know this—this is the way St. John tells the story. 

In the verses just before our Gospel this morning, Jesus tells 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.” And then he asks, “Do you believe this?"  I don’t think she does.
From the moment this story begins, Jesus knows exactly what’s going to happen. John is subtly teaching us that believing in Jesus, who is the resurrection and the life, means that we know we are formed and upheld by the power of God which is the power of love.  This is the reality that is coming toward us in Jesus.  This is the massive star that more and more fills our field of vision that we talked about last week.  This star is much bigger than our planet and in fills the universe and we are being sucked into its orbit.  It is a powerful upholder of life whose effervescence shapes and pulls us away from the black hole of death.  As the axis of our being is tipped toward the source of love, we discover ourselves more and more living in joy.  We don't have to fear death because it is as easily brushed aside by our God as sleepiness upon waking. This is part of the new reality into which we are being drawn.  It feels too good to be true! 
If you have lost a parent or a child, a brother or sister, a friend or a life’s mate, they are not lost.  They are part of the invisible cloud of witness that surrounds us and they can see what we can see only dimly as through a mirror darkly.  
Jesus, not formed by our reality, distorted as it is by our fear of death, a fear that permeates everything, knows that God is a God of life and that he is the bearer of this life.  Jesus knows what God is like.  As it says in the prologue to St. John’s gospel, Jesus has been with God from the beginning.  Soon we will see confirmation of all of this when Jesus himself is raised from the dead.  This whole story about Lazarus is a foreshadowing of what will soon happen with Jesus. 
So knowing what is going to happen Jesus looks around at Mary and all the mourners doing their ritual wailing, and he becomes stern and upset for he is aware of how, in the big picture of things, it’s not as grim as they think. 
Jesus isn’t teaching them not to be sad. Jesus does feel their loss. But the point in this story is we don't have to be afraid that it all ends here.  We still have a future.  God has us in his orbit.  We are his children and will not let us go.   We are already circling the giant star and have been grasped by its gravitational pull.  Jesus has drawn us toward him even when we didn’t know we needed it, and even when we actively push him away.  Even our killing him didn’t stop him.  Still he keeps coming toward us with forgiveness, compassion and love.  Ah, the forgiving victim who induces us into Christian vulnerability.  This is the communication coming at us from the cross.  This is the essential message of Jesus and the reason he keeps saying “fear not.  I am with you.”  
On Friday I met with the family of Myrtle Sager, who died last Sunday.  They are not church people but wanted the memorial service in the Clarkes Church because Myrtle was religious and read her bible.  Now Harold, Myrtle’s husband, didn’t like churches and just wanted to be outdoors in nature.  So a couple of years ago when Harold died they had his memorial service at the Grange because that’s the way he would have wanted it.  Each of them got remembered in the way they wanted.  But here is the Good News.  It hasn’t ended for them. These people, one religious and one not, have both died and risen with Christ. They are not dead.  And this isn’t because they are so good, they weren’t.  In fact, the family told me they had a closet full of skeletons and they knew where the door was but they weren’t going to open it.  I told them I was fine with that.  I didn’t need to see their skeletons and knew most families had them.  Somehow all of this seems fitting on this week just past Halloween.
Now Myrtle and Harold both lie in that tomb with Lazarus.  Jesus, upset about all this falderal about death, comes to the tomb.  It is a cave, and a stone was lying against it.  Jesus with his take charge voice says, “Take away the stone.”  Martha, the sister of the dead man, the one who had earlier been told about the resurrection, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.”  Sometimes the Bible is just too realistic.  You would think a holy book would be a little more discrete.
With some curtness Jesus replied “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?”  Martha clearly hadn’t believed but still it happens.  It is not based on Martha’s belief but rather God’s love, God’s resurrecting love.  God’s desire that Lazarus, Myrtle and Harold not be lost but found, causes it to happen.  

“So they took away the stone.  And Jesus looked upward and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me.  I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’”  When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’  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.’”
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