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LENT 5, Askham and Rufforth, Ezekiel 37:1-14, Romans 8:6-11, John 11:1-45
The bible stories during Lent and the beginning of Holy Week are some of the best-known stories in the Bible. That reading from Ezekiel always makes me want to sing ‘them bones, them bones, them dry bones’, the reading from Romans is a great reminder that we are to not set out our lives to and on earthly and human goals, but to set them on the Holy spirit and heavenly goals. The gospel story is also a very familiar story.
Martha knows Jesus so well, she, Mary and Lazarus were great friends, so when she really wants him to be present she doesn’t feel the need to actually ask for him to come, she just tells him that “the one you love is sick.” It is like knowing that if you were in trouble or need you could give a similar message to your best friend, that they would put down what they were doing, get in the car and come and help. Their love is an unquestioning one.
And so it is that the first word in John’s description of what is to take place is Jesus loved her. And that’s the keynote of understanding this whole gospel. It is love. Jesus loves her, Jesus loves Lazarus and he loves Mary, he loves his disciples, he loves you and me, and that’s just who and what he does and is. He has come to bring the love of God to all mankind and to persuade us all to show love in the ordinariness of our own lives, including the dust, oil, our shoes and coins, as Karen talked about in our Lent talks. 
However, I’m sure the big question on all of your lips is, if his love for his friends was so great why did he not go straight away to help them and save Lazarus from dying? When he does show up Martha rushes out to meet him and naturally she’s a little annoyed because she felt that if he had come sooner he would have healed Lazarus, like he had healed so many others. 
Their initial conversation has Jesus saying perhaps his most famous saying, a saying which His whole life and works is pinned upon: 
“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.”  
Death is nothing in God’s eyes. He lives through our earthly life and our life after our earthly death, just as Jesus’ followers were to witness first hand after his resurrection, so this encounter with Lazurus was to be a very visual explanation that we are to continue to live after we die. Martha did not truly understand this, just like we still don’t today; but if you can believe that death is not a final ending to our existence, then your life will be so much more enjoyable, and the fear about the future will diminish. And this may be why Jesus waited before going to Martha and Mary. Death was not an issue to him, like it was to those early believers and the vast majority of believers since; to Jesus, Lazarus’s death changed nothing. It didn’t matter if Lazurus was alive or dead, Jesus loved him the same.
God’s wish for us is to truly believe that death is just a transition, just a moving from one place to another. Jesus tells Martha, and tells us all, that “I am the way, the truth and the life” and to trust in him and all that he does. Sadly, we humans are not as trusting in God as perhaps we should be or even say that we are! He may say that he is the truth, the way and the life, but we don’t trust him. Just like with Doubting Thomas, seeing is very much required before believing, and we haven’t seen physically seen him. 
In my reading of this piece of John’s Gospel before writing this talk, the question that came to me was why wait until Lazarus has been dead for 4 days. There are many times when the same number of days are used in scripture, we are in 40 days of Lent and at the start of Lent I mentioned that 40 days is used 24 times, and in doing so these numbers become symbolic, and three days is also one of those symbolic numbers. We have the 3 days of Jesus’s resurrection; Jonah was in the whale for 3 days and in essence was resurrected on the third day; Paul’s blindness continued for 3 days and on the third day his sight was resurrected and he was a changed man; Abraham was commanded to sacrifice his son Issac after a 3-day journey to Mt. Moriah, again their lives were changed for good after three days. And so on. So I find it strange that we have a resurrection story, and a major change in life and belief, but it didn’t occur after 3 days.
Having Lazurus dead for 4 days is perhaps John recounting how Jesus likes to do things in his own time, and not in our time. This is what frustrates believers and sadly turns them away from their faith. People will say ‘I prayed to Jesus and he did nothing’. Well, he perhaps did not do what you wanted him to do and in the timescale you wanted, but as John highlights in this short piece of scripture, Jesus will do what’s best for us but do it in his own time. 
Jesus is taken to the tomb and he does something very strange for him. He weeps, and this is the only time in the bible that we hear that he weeps. But why cry when he knew that Lazarus was with God and was safe? Why weep and mourn if death was not an issue? Jesus weeps because in that moment he has lost something precious to himself. He would also have been mourning because of the fact that nobody truly understood God’s love for them. There was frustration in his weeping. People’s lives were, and still are, full of loneliness, full of difficulty, there are still so many fears and, even in this day when we seem to have material things at our beck and call, our hearts, our hunger and sometimes our fear, get lost in the malaise that comes with being a human being. Jesus weeps tears of frustration for the unwillingness of humankind to fully let themselves fall into the loving arms of God. Something that he knows will transform their lives for the good.
In the death of Lazarus, and then ultimately the death and resurrection of Jesus, we need to understand that we are not created for a certain length of time, at death we will not disappear into nothingness; but we are created to love God and to love each other and, most of all, to love this world, whether it be in an earthly and human existence or in a spiritual and  heavenly existence.
Martha shows us in this story her complete trust in Jesus, and shows us how to truly pray. She doesn’t say, when she prays to Jesus, “this is what’s wrong, this is what I want from my prayer, now go and do something about it.” When Martha sends her message to Jesus, she simply says, “Master, someone you love is sick.” She has the faith and understanding that God already knows everything about us and every thought and concern we have, she just needs to share her concerns and anxieties. Martha has the faith just to lay these concerns and anxieties into Gods hands and take a step back knowing that God will do what is best for all concerned. The question is, can you do the same? Can you fully pass your concerns onto Jesus, leave them totally with Him, and leave him to sort them in his own way, and in his own time. I hope and pray that you can.
