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Martha said to Jesus, "Lord, if you had been there my brother would not have died,"








John 11:21
 
It may seem funny that the lectionary puts this story right in the middle of Lent, that season of the cross, when we're moving steadily, somberly, week by week to the inevitable death of Jesus.  You know how the story ends, so it is surprising to have this story of the raising of Lazarus here.  Shouldn't we wait till after Easter, after the resurrection, for this life giving, Easter sort of story?

But it is a good story, a kind of pre-quel, an anticipation of what is coming in just two weeks.  It's a popular story, too.  It seemed like for 4-5 years running the story of Lazarus was the stable of our Vacation Bible School program, usually coming on the 3rd or 4th night.   


I want to approach this story today from the perspective of Martha.  I have to confess it’s a temptation for preachers when dealing with a familiar part of the Bible— to keep looking for a new angle.  It is a temptation, because novelty is not necessarily a high virtue when it comes to proclamation.  The meaning of the cross and resurrection is the core message of this Lenten and Easter season, is not likely to be improved upon by preacherly "cleverness."  Indeed, as Samuel Johnson, the 1st creator of the dictionary, often said, "people need to be reminded more than they need to be instructed."  This is certain true of the message of Lent and Easter.

But still, to keep things fresh, it is a temptation.  A friend of mind, having to preach about  Prodigal Son yet another time, announced tongue in cheek to his congregation, "Since you've heard this so many times, I think I'll try looking at it from the perspective of the fatted calf—we'll see where that leads."  


So here goes—let's take a look at this story from Martha's perspective—and I think you'll find it does help us appreciate the full power of this incident and its relevance for our lives.


Larazus was ill—and it was serious. He lived with his two sisters Martha and Mary—and this were of no small importance to them, not only because they loved their brother, but because, as single women, their very economic well being and stability depended on him.  It was a patriarchal culture, after all.  


This family was deeply connected with Jesus.  Their home was his frequent resting place on his travels.  Martha you may remember had fretted about the dinner plans—maybe too much---when Jesus was a guest.  Mary got a private tutorial in theology at Jesus' feet.  We're reminded that Mary was the one who had anointed Jesus feet with perfume.  The sisters describe Lazarus as one whom Jesus loved.  They were tight with Jesus; it was a special relationship.  

So when Lazarus got sick and the sisters called for Jesus, they undoubtedly expected him to drop everything and come running.  They trusted him, they had confidence in him, they had seen him heal people, and they really needed him right now.


And what does Jesus do?  He dawdles, he putzes around, he talks travel plans, and banters with his disciples about the conflicts he seems to be getting into with the Jewish officials.  But he doesn't head for Bethany.  And then he finally announces, "Well I think I've waited long enough. Lazarus is now dead. I'm glad I wasn't there, so you may believe" (what? They must have been saying to themselves).   

By the time they arrive, Lazarus has already been dead 4 days.  The relatives have gathered.  The neighbors have brought in an ample supply of tuna noodle casseroles and other comfort foods to the home of the bereaved. 


Martha, always the impatient, more proactive of the sisters sees Jesus coming and goes out to meet him, greeting him by saying, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died."  It's too bad, we don't have recordings, but I wonder what the tone of her voice might have been.  "Oh, well, it would have been different had you been here, but what can you do—it's a long trip, you did your best." I don't think so.  I suspect she was a little irritated.  Now I'm tempted to pull a Bryan Corsnitz here. If you saw Godspell you'll surely remember Bryan playing the older son in the Prodigal Son story.  Was he just he little irritated; the narrative went, NO way, "he was damn mad"—and Bryan convinced us, don't you think?  I suspect Martha was furious.  After all we have done for you, and the closeness we felt to you---and you couldn't get your butt down here and help us out when we really need you.  You're right I am angry with you.  And later on her sister Mary says the same thing.  "Lord, if you were just here—this wouldn't have happened."

We get that, don't we?  Martha's hopes have been dashed, her sense of security for the future destroyed.  Jesus is supposed to help us out, but where is he? The marriage has failed, the career hasn't worked out like we thought it would; Jesus is supposed to help us out but where is he? The relationship with a once treasured friend has been broken, financial problems have gotten us down; Jesus is supposed to help us out, but where is he? Our chronic illness makes each day a little more difficult than the last; we're no longer able to do what we once could do.  And maybe not out loud, but inwardly, we find ourselves saying "Lord, if only you have been there, this would not have happened."  


Martha didn't doubt Jesus; it wasn't a crisis of faith.  She just wondered why he didn't get there on her time schedule, and provide what seemed so obvious that she wanted and needed—didn't he get all she had done for him?  Jesus tries to redirect her, but his assertion "your brother will rise again" only seems to exasperate her.   Yes, Lord I know he will rise at the last day. He keeps at it, leading her in a fuller understanding.  Don't you know that I am the resurrection and the life—that whoever believes in me will never die? "Yes, yes, yes….I get that.  You are the Messiah."   I know all that.  I know you are trying to comfort me by saying we'll be reunited at the resurrection of the dead.   But beneath the words you get the distinct feeling Martha is saying, but right now I don't need theology.  I need my brother.  I need his care and comfort now.   If you had been here Lord; if you had done your job, this wouldn't have happened.   Do you get that?  Do you understand Martha?  Have you ever been there?  I have.  Sometimes I think I am there right now.


But it is not only the sisters who experience something of the audible silence of God.    Jesus saw the sisters weeping with grief and he began to get emotional himself.  Which leads to the shortest verse in the Bible—John 11:35 in KJV "Jesus wept." You've just memorized some scripture, can you say it "Jesus wept."   Why is he weeping? Maybe that seems disingenuous to you; didn't he know what he was going to do, that Lazarus was going to emerge from the tomb.  How real could his grief be?  And it’s a reasonable question, but the Scripture tells us the grief is real, just some levels deeper than we imagine.  At one level Jesus is assuring us that grief is right in the face of the losses in our lives; that the stoic, stiff upper life is not the necessary response of those of us who know Jesus, and who even know the promise of eternal life.  Real men can shed tears. 


But at another level Jesus is weeping, because he knows the charge of Martha is to some extent true, that if God had been present, Lazarus would not have died.  But the truth is that God is not present in some situations, at least in the manner and way in which we would like God to be present.  The human condition is such that we live in a world where there are times—those dark times of the cross where God is not present in the manner and way in which we think God needs to be.  The righteous and the renegade, the faithful and the unbeliever, the good and the bad alike go down into defeat and death.     The road to Easter always seems to go through the cemetery, and the times when God's absence seems palpable are very real.  This text reminds us it is not only true for us; it was true for Jesus. His weeping; his own recognition of what it meant for God to be absent was a preview, a hint of what was ahead for him personally.  Jesus would soon be experiencing the agony of aloneness in the garden, the anguish of the cry on the cross, "my God, my God why have your forsaken me."   

This was of course not the last world, but it makes us wonder why it is in those times of darkness, times when cry out but experience only silence, that we seem more able to get serious with God, and are often led to our greatest times of growth, our richest experiences of God's presence. Does it have to be?


Of course the culmination to this story, is that Martha's "if onlys" are irrelevant, because Jesus is there now, and when Jesus is present the unexpected is sure to happen.   Jesus asks the sisters to take him to the burial spot, but they are not at all sure they want to go down that pathway with him, at least not when he wants the stone rolled away.    Death they could deal with, as long as it stayed in the tomb. Death fixes things, settles things, removes the unpredictability of it all.  But when Jesus asked for the tomb to be opened, well who knows what would happen then?   Martha stated the obvious, "rotting flesh is not pleasant, you are going to be overpowered by the stench.   The KJV puts it succinctly, if not beautifully, "Lord, he stinketh." 

Jesus calling Lazarus forth from the tomb, dead people not staying dead, unsettles everything, knocks the equilibrium off balance.  Lazarus would die again, of course, but story makes the point-new life was coming, resurrection was ahead. God's silence, God's seeming defeat, God's presumed absence, is never the final word.   Life emerges from death, hope from despair, joy from sorrow.  That is the rhythm of the Christian life—why it is good news. 

Nearly thirty years ago, when I was serving as the evangelism chair in Albany Presbytery our denomination launched a new program called "Risk Evangelism."  Now how's that for a name designed to scare the living Be-Jesus out of every good Presbyterian.  Evangelism is often enough to frighten us, but to combine that with a suggestion the Christian life involves risk.  Well, needless to say, it didn't last long.  


But I'll never forget the experience of one of my colleagues, who decided to try a couple of the suggestions related to youth ministry.  For 25 years, he had been doing youth programs, none too successfully; they'd stumble along for a few months, but then crumble, but hey, that meant he had his Sunday nights back.  Lifeless church life, like death itself, is predictable,

settled, fixed, certain.   But much to his surprise, this time when they tried, something different happened.  Call it the Holy Spirit, or the changing times, who knows, but before long kids started coming, and they brought their friends, and some of them had some big problems and were into drugs, and before long this minister found himself going with more than one kid to court.  And they were actually using the building, and that meant messing it up a bit, and there were complaints about what those kids were doing in the basement, and he had to go to the Session to ask for more money for the programs and it started a debate about where priorities should go. And kids started coming to talk with him and it was time consuming and some others in the church felt neglected.  Too much about the kids.  And he wasn't sure where this was all leading.  And he discovered that new life, resurrected life, open-ended life, life with Jesus was risky, unsettled, scary.


If only you had been there, Martha complains to Jesus, Lazarus would have lived.  As we approach Holy Week, walking through the cemetery on our way to Easter,  living through the grim scenes of death leading to life,  we need to be know just what it is we ask for—and how surprising it may be. 
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVE US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST. 
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