 A few weeks ago, Catherine sent me some materials to consider for helping us as a community enter into this time of Lent.  Lent is a time of preparation for Easter - 40 days for self-reflection, prayer, repentance. It is a time for being honest with ourselves and with each other. The 40 days are seen as echoing Jesus’ 40 days in the desert in preparation for his ministry.  A suggested passage from the gospels for the first Sunday of Lent is John 11 – the death and resurrection of Lazarus. 
During my years living in Latin America where there are many death-dealing realities, I clung to the idea of resurrection as my source of hope. I saw the material and I was ready to talk about Jesus resurrecting Lazarus. I am passionate about seeing resurrections here and now.
Then, the next day, while I was at work, I received a text message from my sister-in-law, Kora. I share a house with her, my brother, their kids, my son. We are very much family together. Kora texted to say that she had just been taken by ambulance to the ER because of severe pain and debilitating weakness in her legs. My brother was out of the country.  Kora has had a long journey in health issues. Sometimes it feels like her physical body is continuously working against her. Her digestive system doesn’t tolerate gluten or dairy at all. In her early 30s, she was diagnosed with breast cancer. A few years after treatment and remission, the cancer came back in numerous parts of her body, including her spine. Intense radiation weakened certain vertebrae so much that three years ago she had to have a titanium structure inserted into her spine. A year later, the titanium broke. The surgeon said he “built back better.” As I sat with Kora in the ER, we both tried to avoid thinking about the likely scenario, but sure enough, the 3 rods in her new and improved spinal structure had broken. It felt like death. Again.
And then I knew that I need to reflect not on Lazarus’ resurrection, but on those four days between his death and his resurrection. What do we hold onto during those days (or months or years) when we don’t know what will happen? How do we sit with the pain that Mary and Martha felt, or the pain that people around us feel, or that we ourselves feel….how do we sit with pain instead of trying to escape that discomfort?
When I read John 11, I notice a lot of emotions. Love is named as a feeling that Jesus had for Lazarus, Martha and Mary. Love is also the framework for some of the other emotions, related to losing a loved one. When Jesus tells the disciples that he is going back to Judea, the disciples express alarm. “Rabbi, you can’t do that! The Jews are out to kill you!”  They are afraid. Jesus persists in the plan, and then Thomas says, “Come along, we might as well die with him.” Or “Let us go that we may die with him.” One translation suggests resignation and the other perhaps hints at courage. In either case, these are not intellectually motivated words. Then Jesus finds Martha and Mary upset, crying, questioning, each in their own way. Different translations describe Jesus’ response as being upset, disturbed, deeply moved, deeply angry, and Jesus cried. Jesus was impacted by the emotions of others around him.
Emotions are not bad. They are an integral part of who we are, and many times they help us to pay attention to what is happening to us and around us. Minimizing emotions or trying to shove them down doesn’t help. The problem is when a particular emotion starts to monopolize our lives or control us. Can you think of a time in your life when you made a decision or acted entirely fueled by emotions? Or perhaps didn’t do something? There are certain emotions like fear and grief that tend to block us or take away our freedom in living. Sometimes we try to overcome the paralyzing feelings by subbing in a different feeling like anger or rage that launch us into action…but not always helpful action.
Like Mary, Martha and the disciples, we feel fear, anger, sadness when we have lost something valuable, or when there is a threat of loss and we worry about not staying in control. In this in-between time of waiting, uncertainty can overwhelm us. These feelings can grow so much that we do lose control. The emotions control us. But what happens if we let go of control from the start?
This is where I find this passage from Romans 8 helpful:
14 All who are led by God’s Spirit are God’s sons and daughters. 15 You didn’t receive a spirit of slavery to lead you back again into fear, but you received a Spirit that shows you are adopted as his children. With this Spirit, we cry, “Abba, Father.” 16 The same Spirit agrees with our spirit, that we are God’s children. 17 But if we are children, we are also heirs. We are God’s heirs and fellow heirs with Christ, if we really suffer with him so that we can also be glorified with him.
We join our spirit to God’s Spirit and we open ourselves up to the guidance of God’s spirit. To the degree that we choose to open ourselves up to being led by God’s spirit, emotions like grief, anger, fear don’t have room to enslave us. We can still have the emotions, but we are not as controlled by them. The Spirit of God reduces the power of emotions like fear, pain, anger, so they can’t monopolize and crush us in the same way. It’s not resurrection, but it is not dwelling in death either. This is a step that helps prepare our eyes and hearts to see resurrections when they happen.
What else prepares the way from death to resurrection in our every day lives? Sometimes the way we define ourselves or the way we think about situations closes the door on resurrection. We experience failure at school or work and from there decide that we can’t do such and such. We strongly identify with one aspect of ourselves and put up barriers to certain possibilities (eg. I’m a man so I can’t feel that way. I am very shy so I can’t go to social events or serve at church. I can’t move very fast so I can’t go anywhere.) In other words, the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves or about what is possible can also enslave us, especially when we grab onto these narratives as an excuse to not allow for transformation or resurrection.
I think that when Martha encounters Jesus, she really struggles with this. On one hand she says to Jesus: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”  She is open to any possibility. But then when they are at the grave and Jesus says to remove the stone, she is the one protesting with her realism: “Lord, the smell will be awful! He’s been dead four days.” 
The Spirit of God also frees us from being locked within ourselves and the barriers we create. The Spirit of God doesn’t eliminate who we are. Romans 8:16 says “For God’s Spirit joins with our spirit to affirm that we are God’s children.” (New Living Translation) We are part of God’s family where God makes things possible. It is not about us trying harder and harder ourselves to fix things. It means releasing our control and leaving space for God. As we open ourselves for God’s Spirit to join our spirit – to listen, to let ourselves be guided by God’s Spirit, we will find a way out of the limitations of our circumstances, the limitations of our fears and pain. 
Embracing our identity as daughters and sons of God means hope. It means embracing the spirit of hope. It is very important to understand that hope is not the same as optimism. Optimism is seeing positive signs, even tiny ones, and then believing that something is possible based on these little probabilities. During Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin, Herod and Pilate, perhaps some of his followers maintained some level of optimism that something would happen and that one of these men would release Jesus. Or that angels would intervene in some dramatic way. But once Jesus is dead, optimism doesn’t make sense anymore. There is no longer any probability that they wouldn’t kill Jesus because he was dead. In the same way, Lazarus was no longer just sick with some possibility of recovery when Jesus arrived. He was dead. 
The Spirit of God, however, brings hope – vision and action for something that goes beyond what we believe is possible. Hope is that imagination that allows for something different from what seems humanly possible. 
Martha’s realism was not wrong. It’s often useful. They had to prepare themselves for the stink.  But there are situations of pain in this world where we need hope in order to overcome what current exists. Hope opens up space for more possibility. I am going to give a couple of examples. These are examples from my years working with MCC, which is the ministry of Anabaptist-Mennonite churches working globally in relief, development and peace work.
I remember visiting a community on Colombia’s Caribbean Coast, Pichilín. Twenty years earlier it had been the first community in that region to suffer a terrible massacre. Twelve people were executed in brutal fashion in front of the community. For many years, fear reigned in the community and people only saw themselves as victims. Gradually, with support from others, they began to reimagine their community and rebuild connections between families again, with cultural festivals and with productive projects. It wasn’t fully resurrection. There were still challenges with drought, and the armed conflict hadn’t really ended. But they weren’t living in death anymore. I visited the simple community school and I saw a mural that the kids had painted. It had their little houses, a futbol field, lots of trees and animals, the river. But what caught my attention was that they had painted snow on top of the hills. Sweating under the intense Caribbean sun, the community leader who was with me said, “Those kids do have hope!”  Imagining snow on the Caribbean coast was his metaphor for hope. Perhaps this is why Jesus taught us that we have to become like children to enter the Kingdom of God. They are not limited by “what’s realistically possible”. 
I also think about an indigenous woman that I know from Chiapas, Mexico. Her name is Deyanira. Deyanira accompanies migrants that have suffered severe forms of violence while trying to cross borders, or that have been deported back with dashed dreams. I would always find Deyanira doodling with bright colours in her notebooks. “I have to,” she told me, “It’s a way to keep imagining. Building peace requires changing big global structures of power, those that are violent structures. It’s overwhelming. But we can keep sharing hope through what we do. Moments of hope are moments of peace and life. We can’t wait for the powers of this world to give us dignity and happiness. We have to choose dignity and happiness in our daily lives and create hope.”
She then told me about a group of Tzotsil indigenous women that she had worked with. They had been deported. Deyanira asked them what kinds of workshops they wanted and the women said, “We don’t want to just learn about difficult topics like our legal and human rights. We want to swim in the river, dance and ride bicycles.” The Spirit of God joined their wounded, fearful spirits and allowed them to not just be deportees, but to be creative daughters of God. They weren’t living in death anymore. They were on a path towards resurrection.
Yes, sometimes resurrection doesn’t happen after 3 or 4 days. Living with life experiences that feel like death is hard and we don’t have easy solutions. And yet God’s spirit joins with our spirits to help us navigate the emotions and keep them from crushing us. God’s Spirit can guide us to see beyond the ways we build up barriers and limitations, and lead us to have eyes and hearts open for resurrection. Even when it hasn’t happened yet, resurrection is coming




The Lord bless you and protect you.
25 The Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you.
26 The Lord lift up his face to you and grant you peace.

























11 A man named Lazarus was sick. He lived in Bethany with his sisters, Mary and Martha.   3 So the two sisters sent a message to Jesus telling him, “Lord, your dear friend is very sick.”
4 But when Jesus heard about it he said, “Lazarus’s sickness will not end in death. No, it happened for the glory of God.” 5 So although Jesus loved Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, 6 he stayed where he was for the next two days. 7 Finally, he said to his disciples, “Let’s go back to Judea.”
8 But his disciples objected. “Rabbi,” they said, “only a few days ago the people[b] in Judea were trying to stone you. Are you going there again?”
14 So Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead. 15 And for your sakes, I’m glad I wasn’t there, for now you will really believe. Come, let’s go see him.”
16 Thomas, nicknamed the Twin,[c] said to his fellow disciples, “Let’s go, too—and die with Jesus.”
17 When Jesus arrived at Bethany, he was told that Lazarus had already been in his grave for four days.   21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask.”
25 Jesus told her, “I am the resurrection and the life.[e] Anyone who believes in me will live, even after dying. 26 Everyone who lives in me and believes in me will never ever die. Do you believe this, Martha?”
27 “Yes, Lord,” she told him. “I have always believed you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who has come into the world from God.”  
 32 When Mary arrived and saw Jesus, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
33 When Jesus saw her weeping and saw the other people wailing with her, a deep anger welled up within him,[f] and he was deeply troubled. 34 “Where have you put him?” he asked them.
They told him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Then Jesus wept. 36 The people who were standing nearby said, “See how much he loved him!” 37 But some said, “This man healed a blind man. Couldn’t he have kept Lazarus from dying?”
38 Jesus was still angry as he arrived at the tomb, a cave with a stone rolled across its entrance. 39 “Roll the stone aside,” Jesus told them.
But Martha, the dead man’s sister, protested, “Lord, he has been dead for four days. The smell will be terrible.”
40 Jesus responded, “Didn’t I tell you that you would see God’s glory if you believe?” 41 So they rolled the stone aside. Then Jesus looked up to heaven and said, “Father, thank you for hearing me.   43 Then Jesus shouted, “Lazarus, come out!” 44 And the dead man came out.  


