Presently focused
Isaiah 43:16-21 and John 12: 1-8 
Isaiah 43:18 – “Cease to dwell on days gone by and to brood over past history.  Here and now I will do a new thing; this moment it will break from the bud”. 

------------------------------

Yesterday we had a strange and rather muted celebration in the Rogerson household.  It was my parents’ Golden Wedding anniversary … or at least it would have been if my mother had not passed away last November.  We invited my father and sister round for lunch so that there was something to take Dad’s mind off what might have been. He’s coped remarkably well being on his own, and there wasn’t really much chance of the anniversary overwhelming him.  Nevertheless he was a bit quiet, a bit withdrawn, until Catriona got round to telling her Grandfather that she had this week received an offer of a place to study medicine at University.  My Dad’s face lit up as he congratulated her, and he said: “Granny would have been so proud!”

In that brief exchange it seemed to me that Isaiah’s text was (once again) fulfilled.  After a respectful pause to mark history, my father refused to brood on the past, but instead celebrated the new possibilities only now breaking from the bud.  

When interpreting this text it is important first to note what Isaiah does not say.  He does not say: “Forget the past”.  Indeed the passage we read begins specifically by recalling the past, celebrating once again the glorious provision of God to the Israelite people on their exodus.  Before that (v15) he recalls both the God of creation and the God of the patriarchs, the Holy One of Israel.  Isaiah could certainly not be accused of forgetting the past but, he says, we must not dwell on it, must not brood over it. 
Why not?  Because if we brood over the past we will not be able to see the new things that God is doing at this present moment.   Nostalgia: it sounds strangely appealing, and from time to time we all find it beguiling.  But it can be such a destructive force.  To Isaiah, nostalgia meant a blinkered adherence to the God of Creation or the Holy One of Israel or the God of the Exodus.  Each of these strands of Jewish history and mythology is important, but through the eyes of nostalgia one or another assumed too much importance.  Instead of being woven together to create a richer and stronger cord, brooding on one part of history created divisions, sects and arguments – in short a divided, discordant and debilitated people, incapable of fulfilling God’s mission.  

And we know this equally well from our own time.  Sectarianism is the result of far too much brooding over 1690 and all that.  The present sad state of our national churches is, at least in part, the result of nostalgic longings for a perceived Golden Age that followed the 2nd World War when thousands packed our churches.  Unable to let go of the past, we become unable to experience God’s working with us today. 

It’s easy to state the problem; much harder to find a solution.  If we ignore history how can we learn its lessons and not repeat its mistakes?  And yet as soon as we dig up history, be it personal history, church history or political history, we are immediately in danger of brooding, of being held in its thrall, of failing to move with the times, of missing the new thing that God is doing.  It’s not easy to find a solution; but today’s gospel reading is as good a place to start as any.
The first thing John tells us is history.  The context of the story is a visit Jesus makes to Bethany where, he reminds his readers, Lazarus lived.  And just to be sure we have got the point John tells us again that Jesus has raised Lazarus from the dead.  History stated, but not dwelt upon.  Nevertheless, it was a cause for celebration and so a dinner is given in Jesus’ honour, and Lazarus we are told sat among the guests.  In other words, he is a witness to the scene of which we, the readers, are about to hear.
I don’t know about you, but I like to go back to places where important events in my life have unfolded.  There are places – paths, gardens, hills, even individual rocks – that to everyone else must look unexceptional (if they are noticed at all), but whenever I am there they resonate with the emotional energy of past decisions, encounters, experiences. Lazarus’ house in Bethany must have been just such a spot for each of the protagonists in our story, and yet that historic context is not allowed to dominate the scene.  It is acknowledged, but what matters is not what happened then, but what is about to happen now. 
So let’s look at what happens.  Some commentators dismiss this story as a confused amalgam of the story from Mark 14 about a woman anointing Jesus with oil, and Luke’s account (in chapter 7) of another woman bathing Jesus’ feet.  These may indeed be the sources of John’s material, but the story itself is not at all confused – rather it is carefully crafted.  Let us look at it from the perspective of each of the main characters, and see what each of them has to say to us.
1. Firstly there is Martha.  We know from other stories that Martha was an activist, always busying herself in service of others.  In Luke’s account Jesus appears to criticize Martha for being too busy fussing and fretting, of failing to stop long enough to listen and learn from her master.  In this account Martha’s role is understated: John simply tells us that she was serving at dinner.  But her absence from the rest of the narrative maybe hints, once again, that she was too busy doing, and not sufficiently able just to be.  The Marthas of the world tend neither to reflect on the past, nor dream about the future.  Their world is lived in the active voice and the present tense.  Their service allows others better to live; but they themselves may end up being marginalised from the meta-story, the overall action that truly matters. There are, I think, many Marthas in the Protestant churches.  My mother was an archetypal Martha.  Are you? 

2. Then there’s Mary.  She’s the central character in the narrative, she’s the one who acts, pouring an excessive amount of perfume on Jesus’ feet and then untying her hair, wiping his feet until the whole house is filled with the fragrance.  It’s a very sensual, even quasi-sexual scene.  Extrapolating from it has led some to conclude that Jesus and Mary had a sexual relationship.  This is no more than speculation (good for selling books and films) but it is clear that where Martha was practical, Mary was sensual.  It’s a side of life that may fit into the smells and bells of High Church Catholicism, but as primitive, temperate Methodists we are more likely to be suspicious of it.  Certainly there are grounds for being wary, especially in our modern culture where sex is all around and people seem only too willing to jump into bed with each other at the first opportunity.  But notice how Mary’s sensuality was deployed, every bit as much as Martha’s service, as a form of gift.  And notice how much it was valued by Jesus – far more than the monetary gift of this very costly nard.  Are you a Mary?  If not, perhaps it is an area of life to work on: not by going out for an aromatherapy massage, but by offering more physical tenderness to those nearest and dearest to you. 

3. Thirdly, there is Judas.  John, with the benefit of hindsight and in alignment with the tradition of apportioning blame to Judas, does not have a good word to say for him.  Nevertheless, f someone were to suggest spending thousands of pounds on beautifying this church, or buying cast quantities of perfume for the Maundy Thursday foot-washing service, I am sure some voices would be raised: “Why not give this money to the poor?”  In this respect (if not in others) there are still plenty of Judases around today.  And they have a point.  There is just so much wastefulness in the way we live today.  In the UK annually we spend £1.2bn on make-up and £33bn on fashion items.  Per head that is more than the GDP of Ethiopia and Malawi combined.  Even allowing for the corruption that John accuses Judas of, and which is endemic in so much of Africa, it does seem hideously hedonistic how much we I this country spend on mere titivation.

4. Finally in this story there is Lazarus.  As we noted, he is there only as an observer, but his presence hangs over the entire scene and invests it with significance; invests it indeed with irony.  It would not have escaped Lazarus’ attention, as he watched the scene unfold, that here the one who had given him back his life was now himself preparing for death.  When Jesus said that Mary should keep the perfume to anoint his body for burial, we can imagine Martha being stopped in her tracks as the reality of the situation hit home; we can imagine Mary suddenly casting more tears and clinging in devotion to her master.  But what of Lazarus?  Perhaps only he would instinctively have felt the contrast between the historic view in which his own resurrection was being celebrated, and the future view in which Jesus was preparing for inevitable death and burial.  And perhaps at that moment Lazarus was able to do what Isaiah had commanded so long before: to cease brooding on the past and to become aware of the new thing happening that very moment.  I fancy Lazarus was the first person to have an inkling of the resurrection, not of himself but of Jesus.  From his past he was able to deduce how God was going to act in Jesus’ future.  Perhaps that is why, if you read the next two verse of John 12, the chief priests resolve to do away not just with Jesus but with Lazarus as well. 

Some of us may be Marthas, some of us Marys, others Judases; and all of us could learn to play each of these characters in appropriate ways at appropriate times.  The most complete people are a blend of all three of their characters.   However, in this season of Lent, as we prepare for the Easter tale to be re-enacted once again, it is important that we are also Lazaruses. Looking back we see what Jesus did for Lazarus, and what God did for Jesus; we do not dwell upon it, do not become absorbed in the theories of what happened, and why it happened and how it happened.  But we take note, and turning to the here and now we recognize that God is still active, still doing a new thing; at this moment it will break from the bud.  Such is resurrection; Hallelujah!    
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