Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: St John Chapter 11: Some Notes
This is in many ways the most interesting chapter in the Gospel. For John, it marks the
turning point. Within spitting distance of Jerusalem, Jesus challenges his critics with the
miracle of miracles/sign of signs. Not somebody at death’s door remarkably restored to
health; but somebody dead and buried and past the point at which the soul was popularly
supposed to move on and leave the body (and past the point at which, in a hot climate, the
body was likely to begin to deteriorate). “Explain that!” It is very odd that none of the
other Gospel writers features this story. For them, it is the overthrowing of the money
changers’ tables in the Temple that is the turning point (which John places much earlier on);
not the raising of Lazarus.
Lazarus = Eleazar = God is my help. Bethany (which means House of Affliction) was renamed
El ‘Azariyah after Lazarus. An incidental mystery is why Martha and Mary run the Bethany
house, and not their brother. One possible explanation is that this was actually a sort of
Care Village – Lazarus the mentally impaired person being cared for, his sisters his carers.
Did Jesus treat this place as home because here he found a rather special community, to
compensate for the often hostile top people’s community He experienced in Jerusalem?
One commentator suggests that Jesus’ love for Lazarus means that it was Lazarus who is the
one referred to in John as “the beloved disciple”. There are legends about the later story of
Lazarus and his sisters – according to some he became a bishop. But it is enough to ponder
the experience of dying, passing over, and coming back (into a world more hostile than
friendly). The enemy interrogated mercilessly the healed blind man. What did they do to
Lazarus. (There is a theory that the early Gospels left out Lazarus, because he was still alive,
and they wanted to protect him.)
Savour the quote from a persecuted Christian: “I am yet in the land of the dying. I will soon
be in the land of the living.”
There are a lot of aspects to explore. The two sisters didn’t ask Jesus to return to his dying
friend. They assumed he would, and they probably believed that He didn’t need to return in
order to heal Lazarus: He could heal from a distance. It is quite impossible to believe that
Jesus just forgot about Lazarus for a few days. He must have been engaged in prayer. (We
don’t need to duck the idea of God praying to God.) What was He praying for? Did He get
what He was praying for? Jesus knew about both the (real) death and the (real) resurrection
immediately. He didn’t call out loud for the corpse to revive. He called out for the risen
Lazarus to come out.
But there is an almost more important point. “Jesus wept”. This isn’t a few tears (“a pity
about the goldfish! “); and it isn’t the induced grief of the professional mourners and the
sympathetic neighbours. This is aching grief, even angry grief. WHY?? We might have
assumed that Jesus, knowing that “death doesn’t matter”, would have been even cheerful,
certainly relaxed, about his pal passing over. He wasn’t. He shouted out. What are our

(partial) explanations? Are we happier with the stoic Greek/Roman of the unmoved God
entirely above human sorrows (and Joys) than with the “weakness” of a God who loves so
much that He/She hurts? (I don’t want a doctor who really feels for me, but a
professionally detached doctor who makes me better?)
I love the Jesus definition of heaven: no picture of gold thrones, gold harps, gold angels,
food and drink in abundance, laughter and no sad endings, unlimited sex, perpetual
summer, etc, etc. Just, in effect, “It is where I am”. You really can’t beat that definition. As
Nick Baines said, “I’m quite content to know that home is where Jesus is”. (Not quite what
he said. But near enough.) Incidentally, you may like to know (if you don’t already) that the
splendid piece in the new Communion service about the bread scattered on the mountains
– see John’s reference to the scattered and united Church – comes from the First Century
“Didache” or “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles”.
Barclay describes Martha’s words to Jesus, when He eventually got there, as “half a
reproach she could not keep back, and half a faith that nothing could shake. (That’s why
some of us think William Barclay is unmatched!) Thomas also comes well out of this
chapter: “not expectant faith, but loyal despair”.
P.S. The funeral customs described probably seem a bit odd to us, but the story of Martha.
Mary and the Neighbours exactly matches what we know about those funeral customs. We
tend to handle grief a bit differently, but not necessarily any better.

