Fifth Sunday of Lent Year C

Ezekiel 37:1-14; Psalm 116:1-8; Romans 8:6-11; John 11:17-46

Last week, Jesus opened the eyes of the man born blind and now this week, he is performing yet another sign that points to the glory of God working through the most painful of circumstances.  The reading this morning is from John’s gospel.  It is the story of the raising of Lazarus.  This story is significant for a whole bunch of reasons.   One of the first things that I have noticed about this story is that we get to know the people’s names.  In the story of the woman caught in adultery, we do not know who she is.  In the story of the woman at the well, we do not know who she is either.  And last week, we never did hear the identity of the man who was born blind.  But this week, we get to know the names of the people involved.  We get to know the names because these are close and loving human relationships.  Lazarus, the one whom Jesus loved, is dying.  His sisters, Mary and Martha, are also there.  So, this is an entirely new setting for an entirely new kind of sign.  This is the last of the miracles in John’s gospel.  It is a powerful story.  It is a story that happens within loving relationships.  It is a story of love moving through the darkness of death.  Sadly, though, those in positions of power and authority do not see these movements of love.   Admittedly Jesus does not perform this miracle on the Sabbath.  So he is not getting into trouble for that this time.  But that does not mean that he escapes the wrath and judgement of the religious leaders.  All they see in the raising of Lazarus is a threat to their own positions of power.  No sooner than the burial cloths are removed and the eyes of Lazarus adjust to the brightness of the sun, there are plans to murder Lazarus, to kill this one recently freed from the chains of death.  And after he is gone, Jesus will be next.  

I have often wondered what it was like for Lazarus.  Lazarus is ill, very ill, and he knows that he is about to die.  His sisters Mary and Martha hear that Jesus is coming near, so they send word to him to come quickly to save their brother from death.  Jesus, though, offers an unusual response.  Jesus has no problem saving the life of a woman caught in adultery.  He seems pleased to open the eyes of a blind man he had never met.  And healing the legs of a man who had been paralysed for 38 years – piece of cake!  But the moment a request comes in John’s gospel to offer healing and comfort to his closest friend, Jesus suddenly seems absent, silent and distant.  Jesus will not go to heal his friend.  It is hard to imagine how Lazarus would hear this news.  Jesus hears the news that the one whom you love is ill.  And Jesus refuses to come and help.  Lazarus lies on his death bed and Jesus does not come.  Lazarus struggles to for every breath and Jesus does not come.  Lazarus is exhausted, the nights give him no rest because of his pain, he does not want to die alone, and yet ... Jesus does not come.  Martha and Mary can offer some comfort, but Lazarus knows he needs the consolation that only Jesus can bring.  So Lazarus waits.  And waits.  And waits.  And then one day, it happens.  Lazarus breathes his last.  He commends his spirit into the hands of the Lord.  His body is prepared for burial.  Herbs and spices and ointments are gathered.  A linen cloth is made ready.  Lazarus’ body is laid in the tomb.  The stone is rolled over the mouth of the cave.  And still, Jesus does not come.  Mary and Martha turn their eyes to heaven.  Alongside the grief there is disappointment and resentment.   If Jesus had been there, their brother Lazarus would not have died.  

As we turn our eyes to the first reading, we see the reading from the prophet Ezekiel.  The reading is from chapter 37 and has to do with a vision or a dream that the prophet has: he sees before him a valley of dry bones.  Ezekiel is a good prophet, and like all good prophets, Ezekiel is attentive to the voice of God.  Ezekiel first heard God’s voice in chapter 2 when he was first called and God warned our lonely prophet that his ministry would be difficult.  Ezekiel would be surrounded by thorns and forced to sit on scorpions.  But in chapter 2, God did not say anything about the image that he sees today, this image of this valley of dry bones.  We cannot underestimate the gruesome image that our prophet sees this day.  There are many bones.  They have been there a long time.  There are no grave markers, no way to identify the deceased, there is just a pile of old, dry, rotting, nameless skeletons heaped one upon another.  There is no dignity among the dead, only a mass grave, a horrible slaughter, a multitude of corpses meeting an unimaginable demise. The earth has opened her mouth, and within its jaws we see death and decay.  Ezekiel is lead around this countless skeletons.  He sees firsthand the extent of the desolation, he sees death face to face.  

                                                                                                                       

Notice that Ezekiel does not run away or try to avoid this uncomfortable experience.  Ezekiel remains attentive, he waits with patience and out of the silence, it is the Lord who speaks.  The Lord asks, “Can these bones live?”.  The prophet responds, “Lord, only you know that”.  Good answer.  Ezekiel has no idea what the future is for these nameless skeletons.  And so the prophet waits and the prophet hopes.   And as it turns out that yes, these bones can live.  Even in the midst of their desolation and death, the bones respond to the voice of the One who calls them, the voice of the One who loves them.  And that love is enough.  The bones begin to rattle, the bones begin to shake.  And the prophet watches as bone is placed upon bone, as sinews and muscles and skin are placed on each skeleton.  Out of the poverty of death, God is able to raise up something new.  Out of the spiritual poverty of an entire nation, God breathes his spirit, and something new is born.  Something which was lost, is found.  Something which was dead is alive again.  Something which was alone and afraid, receives hope, comfort and mercy.  These bones receive what they need to breathe again.  Within those periods of death and decay, there rests a divine promise of new life.

Lazarus’ bones did not begin to rattle in the tomb, but there was something that begins to move deep within his heart.  As he lies lifeless in the tomb, plunged into deep darkness, dwelling in the land where all is forgotten, Lazarus hears a voice.  It might have been a whisper at first, it must have been hard to understand at first, but it is a voice that Lazarus recognises.  It is the voice of the One who loves him, and the voice of the One he loves too.  So, through the darkness, love is given and received, love is spoken and heard.  “Lazarus, come out”.  Jesus does not have to repeat these words of life.  The one calling is enough.  And Jesus allows those words to seep into the darkness, to slowly but persistently dispel the power of the grave.  The words come to Lazarus as pure gift, as an act of sheer grace.  Nothing can stop those words from moving through the tomb and into the heart of the dead man.  These words are unexpected.  These words are a surprise to all who hear.  They come and sacred gift, a sign of joy and love for all to hear.  “Lazarus, come out”.  Perhaps Lazarus wonders for a moment if what he hears is true.  Perhaps there is a moment of discernment.  Perhaps Lazarus waits for a moment to see.  But suddenly it is clear.  Lazarus listens and finds something that only the heart can know.  Lazarus knows that he is loved and that love is enough.  Lazarus is home.  Lazarus hears the voice of Jesus, and that voice is sufficient for the journey.  And the man who once was dead is alive again, he can breathe again, he is unbound, he is set free.  The tomb becomes a womb.  Lazarus is born again.  Lazarus comes from the tomb and no doubt begins to live life differently.  

I know that sometimes when we look upon our lives, we wonder like the prophet does, if these bones can live.  We wonder what God is going to do with those moments of disappointment, loneliness, decay and darkness.  We wonder how God is going to do anything out of the messiness of what we can see.  This is what the people around the grave of Lazarus wondered too.  And I think this is a good question for us during this season of Lent, a good question as we continue to learn to live our lives following God’s call for us.  Lord, can these bones live?  Lord, can you bring me back to life again?  Lord, can you bring healing and forgiveness into my life after all I have done, after all I have said, after all the hurt and harm I have inflicted on others, Lord, can you help me?  Lord, I look upon my life and I wonder how it is that you can raise up something new.  Lord, I do not know if I can ever live again, but I will wait for the gift of your Spirit, I will await the sound of your voice.  And when I hear it, I will rise without hesitation.  When I hear you calling me, I will come running to you, the source of my love and my life.  Lord Jesus, upon knowing you are near, I will not falter, I will not waver, my will shall be one with yours.  Lord, upon hearing your voice, I will not count the cost, but I will turn and do whatever you ask me to do.  

