3-9-08 Sermon
5th Sunday Lent

John 11:1-45

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

The phone rings – you pick it up and you hear a familiar voice at the other end of the line and you can tell immediately that something is not right and then you get the news.
Someone you love is sick.

Most of us would begin to figure out a way to get to that person as soon as possible – to see with our own eyes and to be present to offer whatever was needed.
Someone you love is sick.

When Mary and Martha sent word to Jesus that their brother was sick – they expected him to come right away.

Lazarus was a friend of Jesus – it is an interesting way to describe the relationship – Lazarus as a friend – not a disciple – it was a different relationship than what Jesus had with Peter or James or John.
It had to be difficult for Jesus to stay away. 
“Though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6after having heard that Lazarus£ was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.”
I find this to be a little shocking – most people would drop whatever they were doing to go and help a friend in need. Especially a sick friend – helping out makes us feel good.

Helping out makes us feel like we have some control and can help to decide an outcome. I just need to be able to do something.
Yet when Jesus hears that Lazarus is ill, he stays put for two more days – someone you love is sick.

He waits - he waits knowing Lazarus is dead.

He had to know his delay would be questioned. 

He had to know he would hear the question.

The question we all have asked in one form or another.

The question that calls into question God’s ability and power to actually do something in our lives when we really need God to do something in our lives.

Martha says it first – “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”
Imagine how that must have made Jesus feel. How do you feel when you let someone down – when you disappoint a loved one? When you don’t do what you are capable of doing in a certain situation – Lord, if you had been here.

Then Mary says the same thing - “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”
Some of the crowd even says – “could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man alive.”
Is there anyone here today who hasn’t asked the question? 
· Lord if you had been here? 
· Lord why don’t you answer my prayers? 
· Why don’t you make this person I love better? 
· Why is this happening to my child?

We wonder if God is absent.
We wonder why God seems to do nothing when outcomes pierce our hearts to the core and doubt sets up shop in our hearts and minds.
Perhaps the short answer is that God is absent or God chooses not to act at that moment.

Jesus makes a deliberate choice to stay for two more days after he gets the message that his friend Lazarus is sick and Lazarus dies.
When Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane and asks God to remove the cup of suffering he is about to go through God chooses not to remove that cup.

When Jesus is hanging on the cross he cries out asking why God has forsaken him when in fact God had done exactly that.

Someone you love is sick and that someone is you and me.
We are all sick unto death – and part of the tragedy of our lives is that we are always looking at God to be Mr. or Mrs. Fixit – like a plumber unclogging a plugged drain or a physician setting a broken bone we look to God to fix our problems and when that doesn’t happen in our time frame or it doesn’t happen to our satisfaction we lose heart or we say that faith is a waste of time or we say that God is not capable of doing what needs to be done.

But look at what happens when Jesus arrives at the scene of Lazarus’ death – when he arrives at the tomb.

I like the way Frederick Buechner describes it – “When Jesus was brought to the place where his friend Lazarus lay dead, for instance, he did not offer any solution. He only wept. Then the other things he said and did. But first he simply let his tears be his word.”
This is more than a trivia answer to what is the shortest verse in the bible – it is unnerving when a man weeps – we turn our eyes away from a man when he weeps and it disturbs us deeply when we see that happen.

When was the last time you saw a man weeping – I can remember the last time I wept, standing next to the hearse as my mother in-laws body was place in there following her funeral. It was the only thing I could do – nothing less – nothing more.
Jesus wept – it is not the final word - but it is a word we need to hear before we hear the final word – it is part of God’s response to this disease – this sickness unto death we all have.
He weeps and then he acts – he arrives at the tomb after already having this conversation with Martha - 23Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 
25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.£ Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. 
Do you believe this?” 
· Do you believe that death has to come before life?
· Do you believe that tears have to come before joy?

· Do you believe that doubt has to come before faith?

· Do you believe that silence has to come before a word is spoken?

There are too many preachers and too many churches that preach a sentimentalized Christianity – a watered down version of what it means to be in relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

It isn’t neat and pretty - Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.” 
And after the sickness 

· after the delay 

· after the death

· and the silence 

· and the tears 

· and yes, after the stench of our lives a voice speaks 

· the voice of love 
· and that voice says come out.

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.”
Perhaps this is what resurrection really is for you and me. Perhaps it is the slow process of taking off the strips of cloth that bind our hands and our feet and our hearts. It can be slow and messy but it does happen. 
When Jesus hears these words – someone you love is sick.

He knows it is you and it is me. 
And when he hears these words he will show up in our lives.

Somehow and somewhere he will arrive at the tomb. 
And he will weep for our brokenness and our smell and our death and then he will call us out of the tomb.
He will call us from death to life and from sickness to health. 

And then like Mary, we too will confess and say – yes Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the one coming into the world

Amen
