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Lent 5A—St. Andrew’s Church—April 10, 2011—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
As we all know, the people of Japan are reeling from a series of catastrophes, beginning with a massive earthquake, followed by an enormously destructive tsunami; compounded by the disintegration of nuclear power plants on their northern coast; and the earthquakes keep on coming.  This disaster has its own unique features, of course, but it is not by any means the first instance in human history of widespread devastation and the corresponding feelings of anguish and despair.  Under such circumstances it is natural for the victims to search for reasons for such pervasive loss, and, if possible, someone to blame for it.  I can imagine the people of Japan crying out now in similar words to the writer of Psalm 60:  “O God, you have cast us off and broken us; you have been angry; oh, take us back to you again.  You have shaken the earth and split it open; repair the cracks in it, for it totters.  You have made your people to know hardship; you have given us wine that makes us stagger.”
Despite the the heart-rending evidence of physical, emotional and spiritual injury; despite the obvious and sobering reality that the damage will take a very long time to repair; despite the confusion and anger that they are feeling as they respond to the overwhelming challenge of recovery, we do not doubt that the people of Japan will survive.  This nation has endured horrific calamities before and, as the centuries unfold, its people will overcome misfortunes in the future.  They have demonstrated the God-given quality of resiliency that makes it possible to hope and persist even in the most desperate situations.  
About twenty-six hundred years ago the people of Israel faced a similar crisis in their national life.  Though the cause was political, not geological, the devastation was still severe.  Poor leadership by corrupt rulers had made the small nation vulnerable to attack by the powerful Babylonian empire.  Their land was invaded, their temple destroyed, their leading families exiled; and their spirit was broken.  In the midst of this desolation God told the prophet Ezekiel to go to a valley that was filled with dry bones and prophesy to the bones that God would breath into them; lay sinews, flesh and skin on them; and fill them with the breath of life.  When the people of Israel had lost all hope, God promised to open their graves and bring them back to a land that had been taken from them.
Even the original hearers of this prophesy would have understood this image of dry bones coming back to life as a metaphor for a restored nation of Israel.  They did not believe that God would bring specific dead bodies back to life to live exactly as they had been before the disaster struck.  It is an assurance of new life in the future, not resurrection of the past.  Resurrection of the past is, however, a theme running through today’s story from the Gospel of John.  Jesus’ friend Lazarus fell ill and his sisters, who were also Jesus’ friends, sent him word that Lazarus was dying.  Although Jesus loved Lazarus very much, he chose not to come right away.  In fact, Jesus delayed his journey until Lazarus was already dead and buried four days.  In her distress, Martha reprimanded Jesus for not arriving sooner and, at the same time, she begged for his help.  When Jesus declared that her brother would rise again, she assumed that he was referring to some kind of afterlife.  Jesus explained to her that believing in him brings new life that cannot be extinguished even if one’s body dies.  Whether or not she fully understood what he was saying, she trusted him enough in that moment of profound loss to testify:  “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  
To demonstrate his power over death, Jesus went to the tomb and commanded Lazarus to come out.  According to the evangelist John, Jesus felt this work of raising Lazarus from death very deeply.  He had to bear his own sorrow at Lazarus’ suffering and death, the grief of Martha and Mary, the disappointment of friends who thought he had abandoned Lazarus, and the ridicule of bystanders.  In spite of these burdens, Jesus persevered and many people who witnessed this miracle came to believe in him.
This story actually explores two kinds of resurrection—the restoration of mortal life to someone who was dead, and the promise of eternal life to everyone who believes.  Amazing though it was, the resurrection of Lazarus was a temporary measure.  He was cured of whatever illness sent him to the grave but he remained vulnerable to the same frailties and sufferings that afflict us all.  His body would die again.  To live forever, Jesus says, one must look beyond the physical forces that destroy our bodies and believe in a life that transcends these limitations.  One must believe that the same divine power that heals infirmities and restores hope in the face of natural or political disasters in this world can also invite us all into a community of love that never dies.
St. Paul makes the same point in his letter to the Romans when he declares that “[t]o set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.”  Because we are creatures of bone, sinew, flesh and skin, we almost constantly think about the things in our environment that affect how we feel.  Even our emotional and intellectual identities are expressed through our bodies.  We are concerned about the people of Japan because we can imagine how we would feel if our lives were cracked open as theirs have been.  We empathize with our friends who are sick because we know how terrible we feel when we are battling our own illnesses.  We mourn for loved-ones who have died, not so much because we are worried about their suffering, but because of the great, painful void their absence creates in us.  As long as we remain creatures of flesh we will, like Jesus, feel these losses in our bodies, and sometimes they will make us weep.
The force that breaks through this sadness and transforms despair into joy is God’s Spirit, which breathes life into dry bones, brings hope to disheartened nations, mends broken bodies and comforts troubled minds.  Thanks to the unique power of God’s Spirit that we have witnessed in Jesus’ rising from the dead, we can access this breath of life at any time, in any place and for all eternity.  For we are not merely flesh; we are also filled with God’s Holy Spirit, who brings us life and peace.  
How can we know that this is true?  How can we come to believe that Jesus is resurrection and life?  The first step is to direct our minds to look for the signs of God’s glorious presence all around us, as our Vacation Bible School participants learn to do in their “God-sightings.”  The next step is to allow God’s Spirit to inspire us to hope even in those times when our souls are wracked and our bodies are aching.  The final and most important step is to join Jesus in his work of breathing God’s Spirit of healing and reconciliation into our sisters and brothers who are suffering near and far.  Jesus gives us the courage to bear the burdens of these ministries in this present time because, through his victory over death, we are destined to live with him forever.
The world abounds in new life.  Having eyes to see it, hearts to feel it and the will to share it takes us closer to that place where we can stand with Martha and say, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  Let us pray:  “O Spirit of God who dost speak to spirits created in thine own likeness; penetrate the depths of our spirits, into the storehouse of memories, remembered and forgotten, the very springs of personality, and cleanse and forgive, making us whole and holy, that we may be thine and live into the new being of Christ our Lord.”*  Amen. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]*Prayer by George Appleton in The New Book of Christian Prayers, ed. Tony Castle (New York:  Crossroad Publishing, 1987), p. 48.
