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   John 11:1-45


We’ve been working with an image, a metaphor for our spiritual journeys this year during Lent—that of a pilgrimage.  Many of us haven’t really thought much about pilgrimage since we read “Canterbury Tales” in English class in high school or college.  A few weeks back, Matt Norvell re-acquainted us with the concept, and expanded it way beyond the idea of a journey by foot to a Christian shrine or holy place.  Matt suggested that we could take the key traits of the ancient pilgrimages—a commitment to keep moving, an openness to transformation, and a connection to community—and shape our whole spiritual lives around those principles.  I’ve found that to be a very rich metaphor, and I hope you have to.


But as I’ve thought about the journeys I’ve taken during my lifetime—especially those journeys which I’ve taken on foot over the course of several days—movement, transformation and community aren’t the only defining characteristics.  There’s at least one more that I would add for that list to be complete:  at some point on the trip, I really don’t feel like walking anymore.  I feel like going home.  I wonder why I every agreed to go on the trip, and I carry on long arguments in my head with whoever got me to go on the trip to begin with.


Among scores of experiences like this, one stands above the rest.  When I was twelve years old---my older brother was 14 and my younger brother was 9—my family went on our first back packing trip.  We took a ferry out to Isle Royale—if you think of Lake Superior as the head of a wolf, Isle Royale is the eye.  We spent four days and three nights back packing on this wilderness island.  We had never done any backpacking before, and we realized fairly quickly that we were completely unprepared for what we had set out to do.  We weren’t in particularly good physical condition, and we didn’t have the right equipment for the journey.  We really realized this by the end of the second day.  We were all desperately thirsty, and yet, because we hadn’t brought along a water purifier, we couldn’t drink the water on the island without boiling it.  I remember sitting on the trail, drinking boiling hot Kool Aid and crying.  My mother says she would have divorced my father that day if there had been a court house on the island, but there wasn’t.  In fact, there was nothing at all on the island except for trails, other hikers, and a few moose.  The only way out was to keep walking the path we had set for ourselves.  


Do you know the moment I’m talking about?  The moment when you are too far into a journey to bail out, but you’ve lost all interest in being there and can’t remember why you ever agreed to go in the first place?  Does anyone have a story they’d like to share?


These stories help me remember that losing faith and wanting to back out are as much a part of a journey as commitment and community.  At the beginning of Lent, it’s good to reflect on commitment.  But we’re now into the fifth Sunday in Lent, and at this point, it’s time to reflect on what to do when you don’t want to continue your journey.


As we reflected on the lectionary scriptures for this Lenten season, it seemed to us on the Worship Task Group that the writer of the Gospel of John—or really, Jesus himself, provokes this question.  We’ve heard a series of stories over the past several weeks about people who come meet Jesus and have some exchange with him which challenges them to reconsider what they think is possible, and what they think is impossible.  First there was Nicodemus, who thinks it’s impossible to be reborn.  Then there’s the Samaritan woman at the well who thinks it’s impossible for Jews and Samaritans to learn from each other and to live into a peaceful future.  Then Jesus heals the man born blind, and challenges everyone around him to reconsider what blindness really is, and how God can change and rearrange the world.  And now, in today’s story, Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead, challenging death itself, the one thing we know is certain, the one we know for sure cannot be changed.


Each story seems to push a little harder—each one presents a bigger challenge to our ability to believe.  Can you believe that a person can be reborn, Jesus asks Nicodemus.  Nicodemus finds this impossible to believe—after all, a person cannot return to his mother’s womb!  We read that story and laugh and Nicodemus’ literalism, his lack of imagination.  Of course people can be reborn, we shout back to him.  Expand your narrow understanding of what Jesus is saying.  It might sound impossible to you, but if you look around the world, you’ll see it’s not only possible, but it is happening all the time!  Believe it!


But then the next week, we’re not as confident when we hear Jesus challenging the Samaritan woman to believe that God can heal national and ethnic hatred and religious division.  That’s a little harder to make into a metaphor.  But then again, there aren’t even any such people as Samaritans anymore, so maybe Jesus is right.  Okay, maybe we can believe that too.


And then we meet the man born blind, the one who has his sight restored and who reveals the blindness of everyone around him.  So, Jesus is interacting with both literal and metaphorical blindness.  Can you believe that?  We are still mulling over that challenge when we’re met with another.  Jesus brings a dead man back to life.  A really dead man, brought back to real life.  Can we really believe this?  Are we really willing to follow the story, to follow Jesus, this far into impossibility?  And if we’re not, if we just can’t believe these stories, if we just can’t believe that Jesus did these impossible things, if we just can’t believe that the power of God shows up in the world in these kinds of dramatic, particular ways, shouldn’t we bail out here?  After all, we know that in two weeks, Easter is going to hit us head on, the most incredible story of all.


The Gospel of John, in fact, Jesus himself, seems to consciously bring us to a point where we are going to say, “That’s it, I’m going to bail.”  After all, that’s what our counterparts in the story, the disciples do.  Jesus is attracting crowds and growing in fame as he travels around healing and teaching and feeding people.  But when he tells his disciples that he’s going to Jerusalem, when he tells them that he’s going to provoke a confrontation with people who have the power and the propensity to kill him, they all recoil.  They were with him up to this point, but now their commitment gets shaky.  And by the time Jesus hangs on the cross, all of them have scattered.


The truth is, on this pilgrimage, there’s nothing that is going to force us to keep walking.  Sitting down, refusing to go even one inch further, is always an option.  It’s an option that some of us probably took years ago.  Our inability to believe, our inability to trust, keeps us from taking even one more step.  We stay put, and watch as one caravan after another goes by, and we shake our heads.  We simply can’t go any further.


Or can we?  What keeps us going when we lose all interest in our journey?  What keeps us walking when we’re out of energy?  What do you know from your own life, from your own experience, your own pilgrimages?  When we lose interest, when we lose energy, when we lose faith, what do we still have?


We have our companions—people who are walking beside us, people who we promised we would travel with.  Sometimes, when we have lost the will to walk, we keep going because the people we’re with are going too.  We may hate them for moments of that journey, but they keep us going because we don’t want to leave them alone.  How is our journey of faith that way?


We have our leader, Jesus, the one who invited us on this journey to begin with.  Maybe we began because we were curious, or because it seemed like the right thing to do, or because it seemed like the thing everyone else was doing.  But the closer we walk with him, the more compelling it becomes simply to stay in his company.  This is when we move from being people who are considering the principles of Christianity and how they might apply to our lives, and we become disciples of Jesus.  Disciples are people who are walking with Jesus because they trust him.  They trust that he is leading them in the right direction.  Trust becomes a much better way to describe a disciple than belief or certainty or even faith.


We also have our destination—the place that we set out to see, the place where we want to be.  While we’re often reminded that life (and faith) is as much about the journey as it is about the destination, it’s also good to remember that Jesus has promised us more than a journey.  At the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus stood up in his hometown synagogue and read from the Prophet Isaiah, saying that the prophet’s words were fulfilled at that moment.  
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