5th Sunday of Lent
Sermon 4.10.11

Scripture:
John 11:1-44
The Shortest Verse
So, why did Jesus weep?  That’s probably the one question worth asking of this story.  
There are many others we’re likely to ask, we’re likely to want to ask.  Like, why did Jesus delay when he heard his friend was sick—and what was he doing while delaying?  How did he justify his decision to stay where he was for two more days before doing what had been asked of him?  How did he justify it in face of the fear Mary and Martha must have felt as they watched their brother die and waited in vain for Jesus to come?  How did he justify it in face of the fear and pain Lazarus himself must have felt?  More crucially, why do God’s glory and the “glorification of the Son of God” justify all the suffering this family underwent—and while begging for it to be otherwise?  It’s not like these three siblings—Martha, Mary, Lazarus—all agreed to these terms.  “We’ll give this life—Lazarus’ life—so God might be glorified.”  This isn’t what they’d signed up for.  They might have, given the chance.  But no one asked them.  Like the blind man we heard of last week, these three were caught up in God’s agenda, made use of by God’s Son, all for God’s glory—but without ever giving their consent.
Raise your hand if you have a problem with this.
This story had Facebook on fire this week—among my clergy friends anyway.  To hear us talk, Jesus in this story comes off as something of a self-involved show-off, while Martha and Mary seem like suckers and Lazarus is but a voiceless victim of a capricious god.  Just for fun, my colleague Bert Marshall, who is also a musician, noticed how this scene sets Jesus up as an early Elvis, confessing things into his microphone: “Father, I thank you for having heard me—which I say for the sake of the crowd standing here.”  Bert even set to music Jesus’ famous phrase to sound like the back-up singers: “Lazarus, come ou-ou-out.  Lazarus, come out!  Dooh wah dooh… Lazarus, come ou-ou-out…”  Even we reverends have to be irreverent sometimes. 
But, now that I’ve got that stuck in your head—and, believe me, there it will stay for quite some time—I should say the obvious:  this isn’t how John’s community would have heard it.  Suffering as they were persecution for their belief that Jesus is the Son of God; suffering also his absence, his being late in coming, that is late in coming again, John’s community would have heard this story as being all about signs of the truths they’d staked their lives on: these truths being in sum not only that Jesus was God, was indeed God-like; but also that God is Jesus-like and that the glory of eternal life is not to be attained in protecting and preserving one’s own life but in giving it up.

Signs: this is a sign story.  In John’s gospel, Jesus doesn’t perform miracles, he performs signs.  Signs, of course, are things that point to something else.  Unlike the miracles of the synoptic gospels, which are themselves the point—a blind man is healed, a crippled man is made to walk, a hungry people are fed, a demoniac is made quieted—the signs of John’s gospel are meant to point to something greater.  Most often the “something greater” is the glory of God.  Jesus’ signs point to the glory of God.  But in this story there’s a second something greater.  The raising of Lazarus points to God’s Son as soon to be glorified, which in John’s gospel signifies the crucifixion.  Jesus is glorified as the Son of God when he’s raised on the cross.   The purpose of this story, then, is to move Jesus all that much closer to the cross, to his own terrible death.  
So, you see it’s a bit of misnomer when this story is referred as the raising of Lazarus, because what it’s actually about is the passion of Jesus.  John’s gospel has no scene in the garden of Gethsemane.  You might remember it—this scene when Jesus has gone with a few friends following the last supper to a garden to pray.  He tells his friends, “Stay here, and stay awake,” for he was agitated and deeply grieved, he told them, grieved unto death.  But they kept falling asleep.  So, as they slept Jesus threw himself on the ground, but not for sleep, in order to beg, plead for his life:  “Father, take this cup from me.”  He didn’t want to die.  He didn’t want to be crucified.  He wanted to live.  But then he prayed, “Yet not what I want but what you want.”  And who knows how long it took him to get from, “Take this cup from me,” to “Yet not what I want…”?  Who knows how long and dreadful a walk it was from begging for his life to giving over his life?  The text indicates that it took a semi-colon, which when I write is but a moment, a pause—the continuation of the same thought but in a slightly different direction.  And maybe that’s what it took for him.  Maybe that’s what it means to be the Christ—that you can go from loving your life to offering your life in a but a moment.  Or maybe it took forever—a long walk through a dark night of the soul, a lonely walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  Maybe that’s what was demanded of him.  And maybe that’s what it means to be the Christ—that you can persevere through the immeasurably long journey from wanting to live your life to giving over your life.
Well, John’s gospel doesn’t feature this awesome semi-colon.  Instead, it features Jesus’ journey to free Lazarus from death though this also would mean hastening the coming of his own death—and this verse, “Jesus began to weep,” which is said to the be shortest verse in the Bible.  This is the Gethsemane story according to John.  And when Jesus wept, it wasn’t because he so loved Lazarus, as the fellow mourners assumed.  (After all, why weep for this one whom we knew he would raise?)  And it wasn’t because he was made sad at Mary and Martha’s sorrow, and the sorrow of all those who attended them.  (Or at least not only this—for, though it says he was deeply moved, it says also that he was greatly disturbed.)  We might suspect he felt guilty for putting this set of siblings through such anguish which he might have relieved (though this isn’t the case, as we’ll soon see).  We might conclude that he was angry at the continuing power of death, in spite of his continued testimony that in him death is overcome.  (Some commentators have concluded this, and though it’s an argument that holds, it isn’t one that inspires—at least not me.)  But I think the answer is simpler than all of these.  I think Jesus wept in response to what was just prior said.  Jesus wept because Martha and Mary said to him, “Come and see.”

John’s gospel should come with a secret decoder ring.  There are many words in John’s gospel that mean something other than what’s evident.  As I’ve already said, in John’s gospel, when Jesus is said to be “glorified,” it means Jesus is crucified: raised up in glory, according to John, is to be raised up on the cross.  Well, where’s the glory in that? we might wonder.  Even as I typed this I skipped over the “l” key, resulting in the question, where’s the gory in that?  It was a slip that reveals what seems the truth: the crucifixion is merely gory, is in no way glory.  And yet the glory is to be found in that the one who gives his life is the one who gains life, the one who gives of herself is the one who gains her true self, and moreover that this is what God is like.  This isn’t true, of course, as the world would have us see.  Here, might makes right.  Here, the strong inherit the earth.  Among the kingdoms of this world, the brutal are the victors, the aggressors are the winners, the merciless set the pattern for how best to survive.  But in the kingdom of God, love sets the course and the crucified Christ is Lord, opening a gate by his own death—self-offered, self-given—that we all might have life.  
Another word for the secret decoder ring is “stay.”  The Greek is meno, which is elsewhere translated “abide,” “dwell,” “endure,” “remain.”  And what it signifies is God’s dwelling in Jesus, Jesus’ dwelling in God, and the dwelling place that Christ himself prepares for each of us amidst the Father in a reign of peace and forgiveness.  So, when John says that, though a call had come to Jesus from Mary and Martha that their brother Lazarus was ill, and that though Jesus loved Martha and Mary and Lazarus, Jesus yet “stayed” two days longer where he was, we should hear it that he was communing with the Father, communicating with the Father.  That this communion might have come at great cost to Lazarus seems a fair point of contention.  But let’s do some math for a moment.  Two days Jesus remained where he was between the time when he received the call and the time when he set off for Judea, but four days Lazarus was dead before Jesus raised him.  So, unless the trip to Judea took two whole days (which is unlikely), Lazarus was dead before Jesus even got the call to come help him.  Really, even if he had rushed off the moment he got word of trouble, he would still have been late for Lazarus’ death, he would still have needed to resuscitate back to life.  

And yet if he had rushed off at a moment’s notice, he might not have been able to do what was required.  If he had answered the call the same moment it had come, rather than staying with the Father for two days more, he might not have been able to do what needed to be done.  For, as we now know, the call to Jesus to help Lazarus was a direct call to the cross, to his own crucifixion.  The equation in the case of Lazarus couldn’t be more straightforward: life for Lazarus = death for Jesus.  What’s true in regard to us all is most immediately true in regard to Lazarus: life for Lazarus = death for Christ.  And, you know, it takes time to prepare yourself so to serve.  It takes time to ready yourself to give so absolutely of yourself.  It even takes time for Christ.  And this is perhaps what makes Jesus the Christ—that he took the time it takes to become the crucified savior.  We might even wonder if he spent those two days in prayer, at the beginning of the first day, “Abba, take this cup from me,” and at the end of the second, “Yet not what I want but what you want.”  You simply have to abide in God in order to surrender your life—even if you are the Christ, perhaps especially if you are the Christ for this, it might be said, is what is the Christ.  This is the defining characteristic of the Christ, Christ’s heart and soul—that Christ is self-giving because Christ abides in God and cannot be coerced of that even by the press of time.
A final phrase to be decoded: “Come and see.”  You wondered perhaps what’s so fearsome about this that Martha and Mary’s saying it to Jesus would have him weep.  After all, Jesus himself had said this very thing, according to John.  He said them to the men who would be the first disciples, Andrew and another who remains unnamed.  They’d been disciples of John so they heard him when he said, upon seeing Jesus, these famous words, these strange words, “Here is the Lamb of God,” and so, curious, they asked Jesus then where he was staying, abiding, dwelling, and Jesus said to them, “Come and see.”  The next day, Phillip who’d come to follow Jesus would say the same to Nathanael, “Come and see.”  And the woman at the well of whom Jesus asked for water and to whom he offered living water said this same thing to the people of her village:  “Come and see a man who has told me everything I’ve ever done.  He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”  
“Come and see.”  A kind invitation for the curious, for the hopeful; a welcoming in for those who wonder where Jesus is staying, what Jesus is all about: “Come and see.”  Yes, it is these.  But it’s also this:  a call to discipleship, which is, of course, a call to the cross.

I think Jesus heard this phrase like never before when it was said to him.  I think he took into his being the full meaning of this invitation—all the implications that would to be nailed to his body—when he heard it from someone else and it was said to him.  I think to have his invitation—to discipleship, to the cross—come back to him, full circle, had him recognize that his time had come.  
So he wept.  As in the garden of Gethsamene, he wept.  Yes, he loved Lazarus, and Martha and Mary, too.  And yes, he was likely frustrated by the persistently perceived power of death.  But mostly, I think, greatly disturbed in spirit, deeply moved and aggrieved to death, he himself didn’t want to die.  He didn’t want Lazarus’ life to mean his death.  He wanted to live.  But he knew in order truly to live, he would need to give up his life, to surrender to humiliation and suffering, and at last to breathe his last.  He didn’t want this, but so it would be.  
So he wept.

And then he said, “Take away the stone.”  
And then he said, “Lazarus, come out!”  
And then he said, “Unbind him, and let him go.”  

Thanks be to God.  
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