March 29, 2020
John 11:1-45
Lazarus, Meet Winnie
The Lazarus story reminds us of the power of belief.
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[TOC]
If you had to pick a book that most influenced your life, what would it be? Winnie-the-Pooh, by A.A. Milne?

AT A GLANCE: 
What books should be included in a list of the top 10 ever? Editors, writers and readers enjoy discussing such a question. Another question doesn’t ask about greatness, but about influence. What books have been the most influential books in our lives?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Solvitur Ambulando,” April 6, 2014.

The greatest book of all time. An unforgettable story, told by an incredibly gifted author. At the top of the list are:
· In Search of Lost Time, by Marcel Proust, a recollection of the narrator’s childhood. 
· Ulysses, by James Joyce, the passage of a man through Dublin on an ordinary day in 1904.
· Don Quixote, by Miguel de Cervantes, the story of a retired man who becomes obsessed with chivalry.
· The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald, a chronicle of the Roaring 1920s. 
· Moby Dick, by Herman Melville, the tale of Captain Ahab and his pursuit of a white whale.
Yes, these are great books, all of them. The top five, according to a website called “The Greatest Books,” which created a master list out of 122 other best-books lists. No one doubts their greatness. 
But what is the most influential book of all time? Which story has had the greatest impact on human life?
The Yale Alumni Magazine recently published a list of books that have changed people’s lives, and you might be surprised by what they found. A Yale professor of military and naval history chose Winnie-the-Pooh, “because each of the animals has a distinctive personality.” He has found it to be an excellent guide for navigating life, classrooms and department meetings.
A professor of World Christianity says that his life was changed by Helen Keller’s autobiography, The Story of My Life. The professor grew up in Africa and discovered her book in a trash dump. He remembers that he read with avid attention to “her testimony about knowledge as power.”
The director of the Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History realizes that his life was changed by Jane Werner Watson’s Giant Golden Book of Dinosaurs and Other Prehistoric Reptiles, published in 1960. Even if the science is now outdated, he says, the illustrations in the book “remain just as powerful as when they ignited in me a passion to understand the natural world.”

Winnie-the-Pooh. Helen Keller’s autobiography. A giant picture book of dinosaurs. These are books that have changed people’s lives.
We could add the gospel of John to this list. John 3:16 alone, the verse that the reformer Martin Luther called “the gospel in a nutshell,” has transformed the lives of countless thousands of people. Then there’s the story of Jesus meeting a woman at a well — a story that has helped so many understand how cultural and ethnic relationships can be forged.
And, of course, today’s text tells the story of death, resurrection and belief — a story that has generated faith in the lives of millions. John’s account of Jesus, Martha and Lazarus — an account that does not appear in any of the other gospels — has all the drama of the world’s greatest and most influential books. 
John tells us that “a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha” (v. 1). We can imagine Lazarus and his two sisters as vivid characters, as distinctive as Pooh, Piglet and Eeyore. In fact, you might think of Lazarus as Pooh, friendly and spirit-filled. Mary is Piglet, intelligent but timid. And Martha is Eeyore, sardonic and pessimistic.
Eeyore and Piglet sent a message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill” (v. 3). They knew that Jesus loved upbeat and cheerful Lazarus, and they assumed that he would rush to his side. 
But Jesus brushed their message aside, saying, “This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory” (v. 4). And he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. While he was there, Lazarus died.
Eventually, Jesus traveled to Bethany and found that Lazarus had been lying dead in the tomb for four days. Martha left her house to meet Jesus in full Eeyore mode — glum and pessimistic. She probably said, “It’s all for naught.” Did she have her hands on her hips when she said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died”? (v. 21). But since Martha also had strong faith in Jesus, she went on to say, “But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him” (v. 22).
Jesus responded to her, “Your brother will rise again” (v. 23). 
Martha / Eeyore said, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (v. 24). 
But Jesus was determined to change her thinking about new life, so he announced, “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. Do you believe this?” (vv. 25-26).
What a crisis for Eeyore, who was in the habit of saying, “Wish I could say yes, but I can’t.” Martha could see the facts around her: Lazarus was dead, his body rotting in the tomb, and he wasn’t scheduled to rise until the resurrection on the last day. But now Jesus was saying, “I am the resurrection and the life. Do you believe this?”
“Wish I could say yes,” she thought to herself. But instead of agreeing completely, she said, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world” (v. 27). And then she went home and reported to Piglet that Jesus was calling for her.
Mary jumped up and ran out to see Jesus, like Piglet feeling small and helpless in a crisis situation. When Mary came to Jesus and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said, “Lord, it is hard to be brave when you’re only a very small animal … if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (v. 32). She sort of made the same statement as her sister, but the emotion was different, because when Jesus saw her weeping, he was disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He wasn’t moved when Martha confronted him, hands on hips. But now, he’s moved. He’s touched. He’s feeling something in his gut.
And then, suddenly, Jesus is crying.
In public. 
The Son of God, the Savior of the world, is crying. Lazarus was his Winnie-the-Pooh — his friendly, thoughtful, and spirit-filled friend. And now he was dead.
Christ(opher) walked to the cave that served as the tomb of Lazarus, and saw that it had a stone lying against it. “Take away the stone,” ordered Jesus. Eeyore said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days” (v. 39). “It’ll never work.”
But Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” (v. 40). For Jesus, the key is believing — faith is the attitude that changes your life. What makes the gospel of John a life-changing book is that it is a story about the power of belief.
· “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (3:16).
· “Very truly, I tell you,” said Jesus, “anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life” (5:24).
· “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty” (6:35).
Anyone who believes may have eternal life. Anyone who believes has passed from death to life. Whoever believes in Jesus will never be thirsty.
The power of belief … of faith … of trust.
So they took away the stone. Jesus lifted up a prayer, giving thanks that God had heard him. But he was really praying for the sake of the crowd, “so that they may believe.” (v. 42). Then Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” (v. 43).
The man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said, “Unbind him, and let him go” (v. 44). Releasing him, they saw that Lazarus was alive and well — upbeat, cheerful, full of spirit. Pooh was back! And when the people in the area saw what Jesus had done, they “believed in him” (v. 45). Once again, the power of belief. 
Later in the gospel of John, we learn that the chief priests were furious at Lazarus, “since it was on account of him that many of the Jews were deserting and were believing in Jesus” (12:11).

When you look at a list of great books, you might wonder about their purpose. Ulysses talks about a man in Dublin. Why do we need to hear this? The Great Gatsby captures the spirit of the Roaring 1920s. But why was it written? And Moby Dick’s story of Captain Ahab and a white whale? Is it an adventure story or a whaling manual? What is its purpose?
No such question needs to be asked of the gospel of John. The book was written “so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name” (20:31).
John changes our lives by inviting us to believe in Jesus, so that we may have life in his name.
· Life that is full of love and grace, received from Jesus and shared with others.
· Life that doesn’t fear judgment, because it has passed beyond death.
· Life that knows no spiritual hunger, because Jesus is always offering nourishment.
· Life that doesn’t end at death, but continues into eternal life.
The gospel of John is a book that can change your life, because it tells the story of Jesus overcoming death. Do you believe it?
Henry G. Brinton, Cathy Cole, Kim Dunker, Winnie Fry and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Takeaway: The gospel of John invites us to believe in Jesus and receive new life.

Participation Pointers:
· Perhaps use a Pooh story in the children’s time. 
· Have a shelf of books in front of the congregation. The liturgist takes a book off to read — the Bible with a marker in the gospel of John. Read, replace marker, mutter as leave books for seat/pulpit/preaching.
· Decorate chancel with stuffed Pooh and other characters.
· These two YouTube clips might be helpful: 
Eeyore quotes: youtube.com/watch?v=CQI0E1WCLMU&pbjreload=10
Stuck at Rabbit’s House: youtube.com/watch?v=UDm3NlSSJyg&pbjreload=10
—Rev. Cathy Cole, Allen and Ponca UMC, P.O. Box 449, Ponca, NE 68770
· Someone who is really good with puppets could work the Pooh characters into the message or use puppets for the children’s message.
—Rev. Wenda Fry, The Yoked Parish (First Presbyterian and American Lutheran Churches) in White Sulphur Springs, Montana, and Trinity Lutheran Church in Lennep, Montana.

Sources:
“Can a book change the course of your life?” Yale Alumni Magazine, May/June 2019, yalealumnimagazine.com.
The Greatest Books. thegreatestbooks.org.
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Ezekiel 37:1-14
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s lesson is a vision (vv. 1-10) and its interpretation (vv. 11-14), a combination that occurs elsewhere in the prophetic literature of the OT. It is part of a series of visions and discourses in the book of Ezekiel (33-39) concerning the restoration of Judah after the Babylonian exile of 587-539 B.C. This vision is remarkable not only for its gruesome vividness, but also because of the radical reversal it represents in the context of Ezekiel’s message of Israel’s utter destruction because of its unfaithfulness, even in exile. The passage is also one of the few passages in the OT from which a notion of resurrection can be adduced (the other being Daniel 12), albeit with considerable distance from the common modern understanding of the term resurrection.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
It Ain’t Over Till It’s Over, and It Ain’t Over. Here’s a comment from the BBC website about the phrase, “It ain’t over till it’s over.” “American baseball legend Yogi Berra first uttered the phrase about baseball’s 1973 [NL] pennant race. His team was a long way behind when he said it, and they did eventually rally to win the division title. It’s not the only offbeat quote from the sportsman — there’s also the existential, ‘It’s like deja-vu all over again’ or the wry ‘Always go to other people’s funerals, otherwise they won’t go to yours’ — but there is something about the never-say-die, no-matter-the-odds-we-can-do-this spirit of ‘It ain't over ...’ that finds a place to inspire, time and time again.” In our text, God offers the same message, but adds this note of hope: “It ain’t over.” 
*Homiletics has treated this text five times. Select Ezekiel in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Psalm 130
What Does the Text Say?
One of the best-known pieces of liturgical prayer, Psalm 130, is a plea for help — specifically, a cry for a divine hearing — that combines the deeply personal with the nationally corporate. It reflects the psalmist’s awareness of the pervasive nature of human sinfulness in the face of God’s righteousness and justice — making it one of the penitential psalms — and the despair that such an awareness can provoke. But it is also a clear affirmation of God’s mercy that overcomes human despair. The psalm falls naturally into two sections. The first, a private plea for God’s attentiveness (vv. 1-6), opens the psalm and lends it its defining tone. The second, a rousing call for confidence on the part of all Israel (vv. 7-8), has the feel of an addendum. Although the closing verses may have been part of the psalm since its inclusion in the Psalter, they may have been added to an originally more somber composition to bring it to a more hopeful (and more broadly appealing) conclusion. Although the historical setting of individual psalms is notoriously difficult to determine, the sentiments of Psalm 130 would bring great consolation to a nation suffering exile or foreign domination, and so the psalm may date from the exilic or post-exilic period, but this is simply conjecture.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
It’s the Pits! From various online resources: The pits is “a very unpleasant or unfortunate thing, situation or circumstance. I’m sorry to hear about your divorce, Sam — that’s the pits!” Or, “The pits n. the depths of despair.” “It’s the pits!” used to be a rather common, idiomatic expression to describe an awful experience. Some believe the phrase is distinctly American and that it originated in the 1950s. Perhaps it is a shortened form of “armpits,” and thus became associated with bad odor and a thoroughly disgusting experience. The psalmist is in the pits, perhaps in a literal way — as in a hole: “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord” (v. 1). Whatever it was, there was such a stench and disagreeable aspect to it that the psalmist wanted an immediate extraction. Get me out of here! He waits. He begs God to hear him and respond. He reminds God that surely God will not hold his sins against him, because if he did, no one would ever be saved! Ultimately, he confesses that it is God who redeems. So, if our lives are the pits or in the pits, help is on the way.
*Homiletics has treated this text four times. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 8:6-11
What Does the Text Say?
Sanctification is the major focus of Romans 8. Paul mentions the Spirit 19 times throughout the chapter, six times in verses 6-11 alone. The presence of the Spirit is ongoing and powerful, a source of sacred strength we need in order to be fortified with the reverent wherewithal to live the new life expected of those who are justified by Christ. In the verses leading up to verses 6-11, Paul draws a distinction between the flesh and the Spirit (vv. 2-3). Thus, there are those who walk/live according to the flesh and those who walk/live according to the Spirit (vv. 4-5). Paul then builds on this contrast in verses 6-11 by juxtaposing a dire alert with good news. The dire alert concerns the consequences of the flesh. Setting one’s “mind on the flesh is death” (v. 6) and “is hostile to God” (v. 7). Minds set on the flesh cannot “submit to God’s law” and “those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (v. 8). Very bluntly, those without the Spirit of Christ do not belong to Christ (v. 9). The good news, of course, is that there is “life and peace” in the Spirit (v. 6). The faithful to whom Paul is writing “are not in the flesh” but “in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in” them (v. 9). Because the Spirit dwells in them, they are connected to the righteousness and resurrection power of Christ (vv. 10-11). 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
On the Path. This text does not allow for much gray area. Paul is rather decisive here: You’re either walking in the Spirit or you’re walking in the flesh. This sort of dualistic certainty makes many people uncomfortable. We might pay lip service to the apostle here, but we’re hemming and hawing like something’s caught in our throats. Today, it is not as black and white as it was apparently for Paul. Yet, what he argues is not so implausible. He uses the metaphor of walking. Unless you’re walking in a desert where a “path” is not necessary or possible, taking a path is a rather straightforward exercise. Certainly, when hiking in the woods or the mountains, you’re either on the path, or you’re not on the path. It’s best to stay on the path, and often, the National Park Service will post advisories to that effect. STAY ON THE PATH! If you are not on the path, you are off the path. It’s a rather narrow and confining concept, but it’s for our safety. Paul says, if you’re not walking in the Spirit, you’re not on the path. Get on the path!
*Homiletics has treated this text nine times. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.


Animating Illustrations
Can a book change the course of your life?
“The book that really changed my outlook the most is The Enchiridion by Epictetus, one of the famous Stoic texts. The Enchiridion teaches you that there are some things you can control, and some that you can’t. It’s had a huge impact on how I frame the things that happen to me, and how I try to live my life.” (Laurie Santos, professor of psychology, Yale University)
“After college, I read Jonathan Kozol’s Amazing Grace, a gorgeous narrative nonfiction about shameful poverty that kids in the South Bronx shoulder with grace no child should have to muster. It left a profound, lasting impression and taught me that textured personal stories kindle the empathy necessary to ignite social change.” (Miriam Gohara, clinical associate professor of law, Yale Law School)
—“Can a book change the course of your life?” Yale Alumni Magazine, May/June 2019, yalealumnimagazine.com.
##
When Tigger first looks in a mirror, he does not know that he is seeing himself, so he says: “I’ve found somebody just like me. I thought I was the only one of them.” Jesus loved his disciples, and they loved him. His friends found in Jesus something they had been looking for all their lives. They found their true selves.
And Jesus said something Pooh-ish to his disciples on the night before he died. “How lucky I am to have something that makes saying goodbye so hard,” Pooh said. That is why the Lord Jesus gave himself to them under the appearance of bread and wine. It was his way of saying, as Christopher Robin once said to Pooh, “Forever isn’t long at all when I’m with you” and “We could just be we; forever you and me.”
—Terrance Klein, “The gospel according to Winnie the Pooh,” America, April 24, 2019, americamagazine.org.
##
“Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, and I am going there to awaken him,” says Jesus. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the epic poem, the Odyssey of Homer, the hero Odysseus journeys back home from Troy to Ithaca in a long sea-voyage. On the way, Odysseus and his crew encounter many obstacles that string out their journey from months into years. One of the most difficult obstacles to overcome is in the Land of the Lotus-Eaters. In that land, there is a certain flowering plant that has narcotic properties. Some of Odysseus’ crew eat of the lotus plants, and immediately they become so filled with pleasure that they forget all thought of the homes and families they’ve been longing for. The thing they most desire is no longer important to them. The alluring distraction demands all their attention. These drug-addled sailors literally have to be dragged back to the ship.
With all his talk about sleep and awakening, Jesus is talking about so much more than just raising his friend Lazarus from death. He’s also teaching about sin: the slow spiritual death that results from it. The most dangerous sins are those that put us blissfully to sleep, so we’re not even aware we’re committing them.
When someone asked a wise old shepherd how sheep manage to get lost and separate themselves from the flock, the shepherd said, “Sheep don’t just get lost. They nibble themselves lost.” The sheep, in other words, never look up to see where they’re going, or how far they’ve wandered from the flock. All they can see is the next succulent patch of grass: and the next, and the next. The grass is a good thing, and essential to life: but they follow it so single-mindedly, it leads them ultimately in the direction of death.
##
The great American playwright, Eugene O’Neill, has created a story about what Lazarus’ remaining years might have been like after Jesus raised him from the dead. It’s a play called, Lazarus Laughed.
This play is hardly ever performed: not because it’s not a great work of literature (which it is), but because its staging presents so many practical difficulties. Lazarus Laughed requires a huge cast — more than 150 people and 400 costumes. All the characters, except for one, are expected to wear specially-designed masks, after the fashion of ancient Greek choruses. 
The one character who doesn’t wear a mask is Lazarus. This is because he’s the only human being — except for Jesus — who’s ever gone down to the dead and returned. Lazarus has come back, O’Neill is saying, somehow wiser and somehow more of a whole human being than anyone else on stage.
In the play, one character describes what he saw that day Lazarus was raised:
“I helped to pry away the stone so I was right beside him. I found myself kneeling, but between my fingers I watched Jesus and Lazarus. Jesus looked into his face for what seemed a long time and suddenly Lazarus said ‘Yes’ as if he were answering a question in Jesus’ eyes.”
“Yes?” ask the members of the chorus. “What could he mean by yes?”
The witness continues:
“Then Jesus smiled sadly but with tenderness, as one who from a distance of years of sorrow remembers happiness. And then Lazarus knelt and kissed Jesus’ feet, and both of them smiled and Jesus blessed him and called him ‘My Brother’ and went away; and Lazarus, looking after him, began to laugh softly like a man in love with God! Such a laugh I never heard! It made my ears drunk! It was like wine! And though I was half-dead with fright I found myself laughing, too!”
Later, some characters ask Lazarus why he is laughing. His response:
“There is only life! I heard the heart of Jesus laughing in my heart; ‘There is Eternal Life in No,’ it said, ‘and there is the same Eternal Life in Yes! Death is the fear between!’ And my heart reborn to love of life cried ‘Yes!’ and I laughed in the laughter of God!”
“Laugh!” cries Lazarus. “Laugh with me! Death is dead! Fear is no more! There is only life! There is only laughter!”
—Eugene O’Neill, “Lazarus Laughed,” in Nine Plays (Modern Library, 1993), 365.
##
For the most part, if people in the pews believe at all, they believe as Martha believed, in the resurrection on the last day. So they endure the death, the mourning, the crying, the pain. They grieve, yet grieve not as those who have no hope concerning those who have “fallen asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:6, 18). They may even anticipate “a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine” on that day when we will dine together again with Christ in the kingdom. In the meantime, the time of accident and disease, of slow dying and sudden endings, the operative eschatology is future tense, and the reigning ethic is private morality. The miracle awaits its time. Until then, we tell ourselves that we will know (the monstrous reason) by and by.
But Jesus counters Martha’s future tense with his presence, speaking the words we repeat each time the great congregation gathers to weep in common: “I am the resurrection and the life.” ...
“Take away the stone,” Jesus commands. Like Martha, the realist, we balk at this dress rehearsal for Easter morning. Hence Jesus must exegete the substance of what we are about to see in order that we may believe. See the glory of God, he says. See in death defeated eternal life. ... Then live as though the Eternal were now because God is. Live as though death has no power over your days. Live as though you belong, in life and death, to God. This is your only comfort, we try to say to the reasonable crowd that has assembled to pay their final respects.
Realized eschatology is what we learned to call this in seminary, but in the midst of sorrow and grief, real people who live in the face of death before the God who raised Jesus from the dead are simply called saints. They are those who realize before they die that neither death nor life, things present nor things to come, can separate them from the love of God in Christ Jesus. They are those who, therefore, may dare everything for the sake of this one true thing.
—Cynthia Jarvis, “Pastoral perspective on John 11:32-44,” in D. L. Bartlett & B. B. Taylor, ed., Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Year B, vol. 4 (Westminster John Knox, 2009), 238-40.
##
In Kazantzakis’ The Last Temptation of Christ, the priest Melchizedek has this to say about the raising of Lazarus:
We all ran behind him until he came to the grave. There Jesus stopped. All the blood went to his head, his eyes rolled and disappeared, only the whites remained. Then suddenly while he stood there, trembling all over, he uttered a wild cry, a strange cry, something from another world. “Lazarus,” he cried, “come out!” All at once we heard the earth in the tomb stir and crack. Never in my life have I feared death as much as I feared that resurrection. I swear that if I was asked what I wanted to see more, a lion or a resurrection, I would say a lion.
—Nikos Kazantzakis, The Last Temptation of Christ (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1960), 3.

Commentary
John 11:1-45
The story of the raising of Lazarus is the final and most spectacular of the seven most fully described public miracles or “signs” Jesus performed in the Fourth Gospel. The others are the miracle of the water turned to wine (2:1-11), the healing of the official’s son (4:46-54), the healing of the paralytic by the pool (5:2-9), the feeding of the 5,000 (6:1-14), the walking on the water (6:16-21) and the healing of the man born blind (9:1-12). The first two of these miracles are numbered in the text with a description such as “the first of his signs” (2:11), and “this was the second sign” (4:54), even though other miraculous happenings occurred before and between these miracles, such as Jesus’ prophetic sighting of Nathanael (1:43-51) and the miracles mentioned as having occurred in Jerusalem during Passover (2:23). This has led scholars to posit that there was a source predating the gospel of John, later incorporated by the evangelist, that described these major public “signs.” It is referred to as the “signs source” or the “semeia source,” and the healing of Lazarus appears to be its crowning story. 
The gospels of John and Mark take very different approaches to miracles. In Mark, Jesus often orders others to be silent after he has performed a healing or an exorcism, or he swears them to secrecy after they have witnessed one of his miracles (Mark 1:25, 34, 44; 3:12; 5:43; 7:36). In John, the miracles are always done in public and are said to have been done so nonbelievers would believe in Jesus. After he changes the water into wine in chapter 2, we are told that by doing so, he “revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him” (2:11). Similarly, the signs done in Jerusalem are said to lead others to belief (2:23). However, in Mark, Jesus criticizes those who need signs done for them in order to believe (Mark 8:11-13). 
Another difference between John and Mark is the fact that Mark’s Jesus speaks in parables and is constantly misunderstood by those around him. In fact, the idea that others don’t understand Jesus is one of the major facts Mark points out by way of explaining why more people didn’t accept him as the Messiah. John contains no parables at all. Jesus declares himself publicly at every turn and often follows his miracles with descriptions of his identity that mirror the miracles just performed. When he heals the paralytic on the Sabbath, he follows this up with a declaration that, “My Father is still working, and I also am working.” In other words, it is lawful for Jesus to heal on the Sabbath because his work is part of the work of God, who is never idle. After the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus soon declares, “I am the bread of life” (6:35), and he tells those who ask him for a sign so they might believe that he himself is the sign of God’s action in the world (6:30-33). Jesus declares outright that the healing of the man born blind served the purpose of revealing the work of God (9:3), and just before healing the blind man, he declares, “I am the light of the world” (9:5). 
The story of the raising of Lazarus, then, being the last miracle in this sequence, follows this same pattern we’ve seen before. The miracle serves to publicly make Jesus’ identity as the Son of God apparent to all. In fact, Jesus intentionally delays his trip to see Lazarus until after Lazarus dies so the miracle will be a resurrection instead of just another healing (11:4-6). He does this so he can display more of God’s power than he would have otherwise (v. 15). This passage also portrays Jesus as a more straightforward communicator than he is in the other gospels. Whereas in Mark, Jesus quite often tolerates his disciples misunderstanding him and misinterpreting his parables, in this passage, when the disciples take Jesus literally when he says Lazarus has “fallen asleep” and think this means his condition isn’t serious, Jesus just tells them outright, “Lazarus is dead” (vv. 11-14). When Martha misunderstands Jesus’ statement that Lazarus “will rise again” as a reference to the general resurrection, Jesus is less direct but still takes the opportunity to utter his most brazen self-identifying statement so far in the gospel — “I am the resurrection and the life” (v. 25). 
In addition to possessing these hallmark features of a Johannine miracle story, the raising of Lazarus is also an elaborately and classically constructed narrative. Three separate conversations and explanations lead up to the climax in the raising of Lazarus from the dead. First, Jesus explains what he is about to do to the disciples, who miss the point entirely (vv. 1-16). Next, he explains himself to Martha, who misunderstands to some extent but then testifies to her faith in Jesus’ messianic power (vv. 17-27). Finally, Jesus encounters Mary, who repeats Martha’s statement that if Jesus had come sooner, Lazarus would not have died. At this point, however, seeing everyone’s sorrow, Jesus begins to weep also and simply asks to be taken to the tomb without using this encounter to explain himself. 
Once they’re at the tomb, we’re told that Lazarus has been in the tomb so many days that he would have begun to decompose. This is to verify that this is no mistaken resurrection. Lazarus isn’t simply sleeping, nor is he in a coma from which he might awaken. He is verifiably dead. At this point, Jesus dismisses the warnings of Martha and the others around him concerning the expected smell in the tomb and states, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” (v. 40). He also prays aloud, indicating that this miracle is being done expressly so the crowd may see it and believe — and believe they do (vv. 42, 45). 
There is no conspiracy of silence in John’s gospel. Jesus displays his powerful unity with God in the form of miracles done in plain view. He doesn’t speak in parables but simply states outright who he is, demonstrating that by the time John’s gospel was written, less emphasis was placed on explaining why some people didn’t understand or accept Jesus as the Christ, and more emphasis was placed on solidifying the christological tradition that had emerged from the experiences of the early church.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children: John 11:1-45  
Place two potted flowers – one fresh and one wilted – in front of the children. Ask the children how they feel when they look at each of the plants. It is sad to see a plant looking wilted and close to death. The Bible tells us that “Jesus began to weep” (v. 35) when he thought about his friend Lazarus who had died and been put in a tomb. Ask the children if there is anything that can be done to help a wilted plant. Pick up a watering can and put some water on the wilted plant, saying that water will refresh it and bring it back to life. Put the can down, and ask if there is anything that can be done for a person who has died. Tell them that Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live” (v. 25). Explain that if we believe in Jesus, then we will be given everlasting life after our time on earth has ended. Point to the watering can and say that plants need water for life, in the same way we need Jesus for everlasting life. Close by saying that Jesus gives us “living water” (4:10), and that he can refresh us whenever we are sad, and even when our life on earth is over.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Lent
Lift up your voice and call out to God.
We cry out, believing that God hears us.
Come together and wait for God.
We come together, trusting that God is still speaking.
Surely God’s presence is here with us now.
We wait in hope, for God’s steadfast love lifts our hearts.
Come, worship the Lord.
We celebrate the power of God that restores us.
—Rev. Nancy J., and based on Psalm 130.  ruminari.wordpress.com.

Invocations — Lent
Holy God, Creator of Life, you call us out of our dark places, offering us the grace of new life.
When we see nothing but hopelessness, you surprise us with the breath of your spirit.
Call us out of our complacency and routines, set us free from our self-imposed bonds, and fill us with your spirit of life, compassion and peace. In the name of Jesus, your Anointed One, we pray. Amen.
—Rev. Nancy J., and based on Psalm 130.  ruminari.wordpress.com.

Affirmations of Faith — Lent
Lenten Creed
We believe that our lives are held within the encircling love of God,
who knows our names and recognizes our deepest needs.

We believe that Christ is the divine child of the living God,
and that his grace is like living waters that can never be exhausted.

We believe in the birthing, renewing, enabling spirit of God
who yearns over our welfare as a mother yearns for her child.

We believe that God is in the arid desert as well as in green pastures,
and that hard times and discipline are also loving gifts.

We believe that our journey has a purpose and a destination,
and that our path leads to a human glory we cannot yet imagine.

We believe that in the church we are fellow pilgrims on the road,
and that we are called to love one another as God loves us.

This is our faith, and we are humbled to profess it in the name of Jesus the Christ.
Amen.
—Traveling to Easter with Jesus as our Guide, Patmos Abbey — The Order of Saint Columba website. patmosabbey.org. This litany comes from a longer liturgy.  To read the complete version, go to the website.  

Hymns
Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah
According to Thy Gracious Word

Worship and Praise 
Spirit Song
As the Deer
Grace Flows Down
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fifth Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Ezekiel 37:1-14*
Psalm 130*
Romans 8:6-11*
John 11:1-45*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
