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The season of Lent is a time for confessions, so here mine: I really like to watch mindless television. Yes, I enjoy opera and theater and reading for pleasure, but when push comes to shove, at the end of the day, I like to sit back and watch television—and preferably in high definition. Maybe you share the same guilty pleasure. It could be the Super Bowl, the Oscars, House, 24, Desperate Housewives… just about anything. Currently, for me, it’s Terminator: The Sarah Conners Chronicles and after eight episodes, one of the main characters—a reprogrammed terminator named Cameron—is shown sitting in a jeep as it explodes in flames. It’s the end of episode and the end of the season. We’ve seen these endings before. They are called cliffhangers. The season ends and then we must wait for a while to see what really happened. How many of you recall, “Who shot JR?” from the show Dallas? Or the way each season finale of the Sopranos left you hungering for the new season to begin?

Well, if Mel Gibson ever decides to turn the Gospel of John into a television show, then today’s gospel would be the penultimate episode—the episode just before the season finale. Because let’s face it, the is no better cliffhanger—no better season ending episode—than Palm Sunday and the Passion. Jesus dies on the cross; his body is removed and placed in the tomb; fade to black. Throughout the summer we’d be wondering what’s going to happen. In September, the new season would open with the resurrection, which would answer some questions, while raising many others. But, we are not there yet. 

Today’s, long, (very, very, long) gospel, is still setting the stage. In the chapter of John’s Gospel that falls between last week’s gospel and today’s gospel, Jesus barely escapes being stoned and he and his disciples flee to the other side of the Jordan. Today’s gospel begins with, “Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.” Mary, Martha and Lazarus—one happy family. Mary was the one who liked to listen to Jesus. Martha was the one who liked to serve others. And Lazarus was the brother who was ill. As one priest noted, each of us from the smallest household to the largest church has people who like to listen, people who like to serve and people who are sick. They keep showing up in the New Testament and they keep showing up at church. It could be it’s own television show, Three’s Company or Not Quite Six Feet Under. And in the story, the sisters send a message to Jesus that their brother is ill. And when Jesus hears the news he says something like, “he’s not really going to die; it’s all for God’s glory, and for my glory.”  All for God’s glory, what could he mean by this? 

We don’t feel comfortable talking about death in our society, or even illness for that matter. We lower our voices and whisper worlds like cancer, tumor, or dying. We act as if disease and death are a failure—either our personal failure to be successful in all matters, or God’s failure to protect us. Frederick Niedner, wrote recently in the Christian Century, that “the fear of dying is the mainspring of all human activity”—whether its simple survival or lofty cultural achievements. And he accuses us of taking this to new heights with our efforts to live as long as possible, whatever the costs, whatever the actual quality of life. He quotes British novelist Susan Ertz’s observation that, “Millions long for immortality who don’t know what to do on a rainy Sunday afternoon.” What we fail to realize is that all illness has the ultimate purpose of being used for God’s glory. Some illnesses set us back. Other illnesses lead to death. But all illnesses can enable us to see the glory of God—in that they somehow manage to mediate God’s grace.

Lazarus does die. Jesus doesn’t rush to be with him. He’s not paramedic Jesus. He acts in his own good time. John’s story is heavy with symbolism and stilted in drama—it’s awkward just like a bad libretto. By the time Jesus arrives Lazarus’ corpse has begun to stink. He asks Mary and Martha “Where have you laid him?” And they respond, “Lord, come and see.” And Jesus begins to weep. Jesus wept. Yes, he goes on to raise Lazarus from the dead. It is the final sign story in John’s Gospel. But, in the end, today’s gospel has little to do with a family crisis in Bethany and everything to do with the broader crisis in a world caught up in sin and death. Thanks to Jesus, Lazarus lives, but in doing so, Jesus seals his own fate. He leaves here and goes straight into Jerusalem and we know what happens there: the cliffhanger episode.

In addition to confessions, Lent is also a season of exile, of alienation, of estrangement. The prophet Ezekiel writes of this in the vision of the valley of the dry bones—the bones that will rise up and become living again. It is a passage written when the Israelites had been forced into exile and carted off to Babylon.  It’s a passage that resonated with African-Americans in our country during the time of slavery. Forcibly taken from their homes in Africa, separated from family. They’d sing about wholeness: “The toe bone connected to the foot bone, The foot bone connected to the ankle bone, The ankle bone connected to the leg bone,” and so on: a story about people longing to be made whole, to be made free, to really be alive.

Isn’t that what each of us wants—longs for? To be whole? To be free? Being a Christian doesn’t remove pain from our lives. It doesn’t mean that we will always be destined to walk an easy path. How many of us have felt cut off from family or friends?  How many of us have felt left for dead? Written off like John McCain back in August or like Hillary Clinton last month? Basically left on the side of the road or an like old coat left for rummage? Probably every one of us has felt this at some point in our life because it is part of life. 

Well, help is coming. All of the things that we were unable to do for ourselves can now be done with Jesus. Mary and Martha’s response to Jesus’ question of where have they laid him will soon be said about Jesus rather than by Jesus and it will be a different tomb. “Come and see.”  

“Come and see.” It’s an offer to look for Jesus not in the limited world around us, but in one another—in the way we live our lives. It is a chance for discipleship. It is a chance to say yes to God. It is a preview of a new beginning, a new season, a new opportunity and a better time that we could never have imagined without God’s grace.
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