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Esta Jarrett

Today’'s Gospel reading is John 11:1-44 (NRSV), imclr we read of Jesus in a
particularly dangerous part of his ministry. Peoptre talking loudly against him and
threatening him. This story, like many in the gdsisebest read in its entirety, so that we
can hear the scope of the political and persoraahdr However, because this text has
been used so much in the past to degrade and ptrdbe Jewish people, we have to
remember as we read that when the Gospel refe@ysim“the Jews,” it refers to certain
religious leaders and other individuals, and narentire ethnic and religious group.
Jesus is surrounded by many crowds of people,isigotes and his friends as well as
those who doubt him. With this in mind, let usdistto the Word of God in this story.

11 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethahg,\tillage of Mary and her
sister Martha. 2 Mary was the one who anointed_tivd with perfume and wiped his
feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ilE@the sisters sent a message to Jesus,
‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4 But when Jesusalnd it, he said, ‘This illness does not
lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, sotitie Son of God may be glorified through
it.” 5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha amd sister and Lazarus, 6 after having
heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two daysdoigthe place where he was.

7 Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Legado Judea again.’ 8 The
disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, the Jews were just trying to stone you, and are you
going there again?’ 9 Jesus answered, ‘Are therénsdve hours of daylight? Those
who walk during the day do not stumble, becausg $kee the light of this world. 10 But
those who walk at night stumble, because the Igghtt in them.” 11 After saying this,
he told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asléep | am going there to awaken him.’
12 The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he hasédallasleep, he will be all right.” 13 Jesus,
however, had been speaking about his death, bythlbeght that he was referring
merely to sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plaihlyzarus is dead. 15 For your sake | am
glad | was not there, so that you may believe.|8utis go to him.” 16 Thomas, who was
called the Twin, said to his fellow-disciples, ‘L&t also go, that we may die with him.’

17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus maddyt been in the tomb for
four days. 18 Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, sameniles away, 19 and many of
the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to consola timut their brother. 20 When
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went ahtdimgwhile Mary stayed at home.
21 Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had beem hery brother would not have died. 22
But even now | know that God will give you whateyeu ask of him.’ 23 Jesus said to
her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha saalhim, ‘I know that he will rise again
in the resurrection on the last day.’ 25 Jesustsaler, ‘| am the resurrection and the
life. Those who believe in me, even though they di# live, 26 and everyone who lives
and believes in me will never die. Do you beliewis?’ 27 She said to him, ‘Yes, Lord, |
believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of Galphe coming into the world.’

28 When she had said this, she went back and dadlesister Mary, and told her
privately, ‘The Teacher is here and is callingyou.” 29 And when she heard it, she got
up quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had notgene to the village, but was still at
the place where Martha had met him. 31 The Jewswdre with her in the house,
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consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go dtrey followed her because they
thought that she was going to the tomb to weepett8 When Mary came where Jesus
was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and sawhto‘Lord, if you had been here, my
brother would not have died.” 33 When Jesus sawveeping, and the Jews who came
with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbeshinit and deeply moved. 34 He said,
‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lomhme and see.’ 35 Jesus began to
weep. 36 So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved l@mBut some of them said, ‘Could
not he who opened the eyes of the blind man hapttkes man from dying?’

38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came twthk. It was a cave, and a
stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, ‘Takayatve stone.” Martha, the sister of the
dead man, said to him, ‘Lord, already there issadt because he has been dead for four
days.’ 40 Jesus said to her, ‘Did | not tell yoatti you believed, you would see the
glory of God?’ 41 So they took away the stone. Aadus looked upwards and said,
‘Father, | thank you for having heard me. 42 | krteat you always hear me, but | have
said this for the sake of the crowd standing h&sdahat they may believe that you sent
me.” 43 When he had said this, he cried with a leoide, ‘Lazarus, come out! 44 The
dead man came out, his hands and feet bound wipis sif cloth, and his face wrapped in
a cloth. Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and ilet ¢po.’
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| was very sad when | heard recently about thehdefaMyrtle Talbott. Miss
Talbott was my teacher id"grade at BC Charles Elementary School. She tanght
brother Tim as well, three years before me. Shghtamnany generations of kids in
Newport News, and I'm sure that every one of thewla tell you a story about their
time in her class. | remember that year vividly. WW&rned French and Spanish; we had
to do huge research projects; and we practiced easers and puzzles to keep our
minds sharp. We had spelling bees and handwritngpetitions. Miss Talbott took a
bunch of little kids and taught us how to think. &matter of fact, when we went on to
middle school, we were so well prepared that sixide was a breeze.

| had a chance to tell Miss Talbott all these teiagew years ago. Unlike many
of my classmates, | got to see a different sideenthere at church. Instead of just a strict
and exacting teacher of whom more than a few aferg a little scared, | got to see her
as a kind, involved, caring and devoted membehisfdhurch family. She was very
interested in me and my education, and occasionadlgt meet for lunch when | came
home to visit. If you had told me when | was Ihdrade that someday I'd have lunch
with Miss Talbott, | wouldn’t have believed you! Buwas blessed by her friendship as |
had been by her teaching.

Miss Talbott is one of many women here at Denbiglo whanged my life, and
I’'m glad that | can honor her, and all of you, frdine pulpit here today. It's an
appropriate day, given that yesterday was Intewnatiwomen’s Day. This is a day
when we draw attention to the unjust treatment @fnen around the world, but more
immediately, we honor the important role that worp&ay in our lives.

Here at Denbigh when | was growing up, the womethéxchurch modeled
Christ’s love for me. In all the many ways you wedkin the church and were my friend,
you taught me that | am a child of God. You taughihday School and music, you
watched us kids in the nursery, you worked withytbeth, you gave art lessons, you
sang in the choir, you rang handbells, you servedamnmittees, you preached, you
served us communion, and you mentored and supporead ministry. | see many of
you in the congregation today who influenced meulgh your teaching, your leadership

and your friendship. Today and always, | give tlattkGod for you.
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We all know women who have played these roles imives. While we are
fortunate to live in the United States in thé'2&ntury, at a moment and place when the
degree of sexism our ancestors endured is seldemasg/more, it's crucial that we
remember their stories and struggles so that tamslof the past isn’t repeated with our
children. Especially in the church, it's importahat we honor the clear voices and
inspired actions of the women who spoke the trathwitnessed to the good news of
Jesus Christ.

We see one such woman in today’s scripture. Thpedas John tells us several
stories of Jesus’ friendship with Martha and hemifp. We know that they were
particular friends because of the attention thepgbgays to them, and the number of
times their paths cross with Jesus’ in his minidimyan earlier story, Jesus had taught
Martha about true discipleship when she was soltaygwith serving that she forgot to
listen. These stories are striking and dramatie frengs are more spectacular than Jesus
raising Lazarus from the dead! In the midst otladise resurrection fireworks, as week by
week we draw closer to Easter, we tend to gloss avether part of today’s scripture
that has a huge impact on our faith.

In verse 21, we read that Martha said to Jesusd;Llibyou had been here, my
brother would not have died. But even now | knoat tBod will give you whatever you
ask of him.” In other words, Martha told Jesus 8t believed that he had ultimate
power over death. He not only could stop someama filying if he chose, but, in God,
Jesus could change the nature of death. Martha Kmewin Jesus, the world and all
reality was already changing. God’s reign was brepi and turning everything upside
down. Despite Jesus’ delay in arriving on the scitaetha was a faithful disciple.

Jesus told Martha, “Your brother will rise agai@lie thought that Jesus was
trying to comfort her with an affirmation of faith,creed of sorts of the Jewish faith in
which they had both been raised. They believed®uwat would gather all the faithful
into the kingdom at the end of time. However, tarst precisely what Jesus meant. In a
plot twist, Jesus tells Marthd, am the resurrection and the life. Those who beliav
me, even though they die, will live, and everyort@wives and believes in me will never
die.’
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If you were to diagram the gospel of John, you'd et we’d been building to
this point all along. This is the revelation peojpéa been waiting for, about which
rumors had been flying. This is the truth thatiggler than death.

It's difficult for us to put ourselves in Marthashioes at this moment. Her beloved
brother had just died. Her sister, Mary, could exn leave the house in her grief to
greet her Lord, at whose feet she had listenedeearlworship and love, and whose feet
she had washed with her hair. Martha, howevehemtidst of grief, stands face to face
with Jesus as he tells her the truth about Godséliimand all reality.

And then, Jesus asks Martha if she believes whatéléng her.

At this moment, this pinnacle of the gospel, atidiseems to stop. Creation holds
its breath. Death and life, grief and resurrecabrmerge into hope for humanity.

Martha opens her mouth and speaks. This womanifrigaml, this sister, speaks
God's truth. She tells Jesus, ‘Yes, Lord, | belidvat you are the Messiah, the Son of
God,the one coming into the world.’

| love those words, that Jesus is “the one comihg the world.” It's not the way
we usually talk about Jesus: usually we say thatdleeady come, or that he will come
again. But in Martha’s words, Jesus has come tangjs coming to us now, and
continues to come to us, and will come to us fareVhis is our new reality, our hope,
and our covenant.

We know the rest of Martha’s story. Jesus weepis gt family at Lazarus’s
tomb, and then brings him back to life. Out of ting bones of death comes the joy of
reunion and new life. Jesus forever changes theweaynderstand the world.

As a church, today and always, we repeat Marthatslsy Throughout the
centuries that since have passed, Christians loéovéhie truth about Jesus Christ. Just as
Martha said, “Yes, Lord, | believe,” so we join awgices in confessing our faith. This
practice of confession and affirmation binds usetbgr with women, like Martha, like all
our sisters, mothers, wives, teachers and friemils,all our brothers and husbands and
fathers in the faith, who boldly spoke the truth.

As recently as 1983, when the Brief Statement @hR@as written and approved,
the PC (USA) was formed out of two long-separateshthes of the church, which came

together and reaffirmed our shared faith. The ngitf this creed cemented a
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reunification of Christians who had been separbiedar, by time, by geography, by
polity, and by cultural differences. The Brief &taient of Faith was greeted with tears of
joy at its adoption. Ever since then, we repeatlaach from this statement as it guides
us in our faith. In words that seek to unite adl tthildren of God'’s creation, in the first
statement of faith to use gender-inclusive languagespeak together with all the
faithful in every time and place that we believeGad the Father, in Jesus Christ our
Lord, and in the Holy Spirit.

Like Martha, like all our mothers and fathers ie taith, we say, “Yes, Lord.
Yes, Lord.”
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