UNBIND US AND LET US GO
John 11:38-44

UNBIND HIM AND LET HIM GO!

“Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him!” Jesus says (John 11:11). But Lazarus is not asleep. He is dead. When Jesus finally arrives Lazarus is four days dead. This is not the poor man Lazarus from Luke 16 who dies and goes to the bosom of Abraham. This is Lazarus who is the brother of Mary and Martha. All three are close friends of Jesus and are wealthy citizens of Bethany, which is just two miles outside Jerusalem. Their home is a comfortable stop for Jesus on his journeys around Jerusalem. 


Lazarus dies and Jesus waits two days before he comes to see him. Individually Martha and Mary confront Jesus early on: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” (11:21, 32). “Your brother will rise again,” Jesus promises (11:23)


Mary and Martha, like the Pharisees, look for resurrection--a new beginning--at the end of time. They think that resurrection only happens when the world ends. Does resurrection--rising again--come before the end of the world? Resurrection--a full and meaningful life as John 10:10 promises us--is for us here and now. 

“Lazarus, come out!” Jesus shouts. (The dead, like teenagers, don’t hear well, you know!). And the dead man comes out still bound by the funeral cloth wrapped around his hands and feet and face. The dead man Lazarus is alive again. 


Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life” (11:25). Jesus came to tell us, “Do not be afraid of death and look to the future with hope for full, meaningful life right now. The eternal is now, not just somewhere in the distant future of some heaven when we die. God promises us a full and meaningful life right now.”

“Unbind him and let him go!” Jesus shouts. Jesus shouts a lot in this story: “Take away the stone!” Come out!” “Unbind him and let him go!” Jesus shouts a lot in this story because the voices of tradition and fear are very loud in his community . . . and in ours as well.

In the very next chapter of John’s account, we hear that Jesus comes back to Bethany and to Lazarus’ home. Lazarus sits at the table, Martha serves dinner, and Mary pours costly perfume on Jesus’ feet. And then John tells us, When the great crowd of the Jews learned that he was there, they came not only because of Jesus but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead (12:9-10).


The religious leaders plan to kill Lazarus because it was on account of Lazarus that many of the Jews were deserting and were believing in Jesus (12:11).  We don’t know what Lazarus’ ministry was there in Bethany after he came out of the tomb of death. I imagine it was a healing ministry for those who fear death, for those who are anxious about this life, for those who trudge day after day in meaningless existence. Jesus shouted, “Unbind him and let him go!” and Lazarus did go to those in need. Perhaps he took his used bindings to bandage the hurt and broken there in Bethany and in nearby Jerusalem. 

UNBIND OUR WOUNDS AND LET US MINISTER


When you entered the worship room you received a strip of cloth. This cloth is a symbol of the bandages which bind our wounds and our early signs of death. Each of us comes today with wounds and each of us is bound by cloths which cover our wounds. 


With this gift we can bind our own wounds [Wrap hand in cloth.] and also use this gift to bind the wounds of others. [Unwrap hand with cloth.] My prayer today is that each of us will see these cloth bindings as opportunities for us not only to minister to our own needs but also to minister to others and to serve others. 

One of the most formative books I have studied has been Henri J. M. Nouwen’s, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society. Nouwen tells this old legend from the Sanhedrin tractate of the Talmud. Rabbi Yoshua ben Levi came upon Elijah the prophet while he was standing at the entrance of Rabbi Simeron ben Yohai's cave. . . .He asked Elijah, "When will the Messiah come?"

Elijah replied, "Go and ask him yourself."

"Where is he?"

"Sitting at the gates of the city."

"How shall I know him?"

"He is sitting among the poor covered with wounds. The others unbind all their wounds at the same time and then bind them up again.  But the Messiah unbinds one at a time and binds it up again, saying to himself, 'Perhaps I shall be needed: if so I must always be ready so as not to delay for a moment.'"  


The Messiah, the story tells us, is sitting among the poor, binding his wounds one at a time, waiting for the moment when he will be needed. So it is too with the minister. The minister is called to be a wounded healer--the one who binds his/her own wounds but at the same time is prepared to bind the wounds of others. He or she is both the wounded minister and the healing minister. 1

Nouwen wrote specifically for those in the ordained ministry, but I believe his story relates to each of us because I believe every member of the faith community is a minister. Some churches have a defining statement on their printed materials such as “Every member a minister.” Christians have a tough time accepting this term “minister” because we think it is reserved only for ordained clergy.
I want to shout with Jesus, “Every member is a minister!” Ordination is not required to be a minister. And I want to emphasize that each of us is a wounded minister and a healing minister—a wounded healer. 

Nouwen’s parable teaches us that our task is not to wait until we are completely healed before we offer ministry to another. The wounded healer unbinds his/her wounds one at a time and is ready to provide bandages for the wounds of others when we meet them. The task of the minister—for you and for me—is not to take away the pain or to heal the wound. We can’t do either. Our ministry is to open ourselves to the reality of the pain and to share with one another how we are experiencing the pain and how we are dealing with it. Within this openness and honesty the Holy Spirit can provide hope and healing. 

Nouwen tells us that no minister can save anyone but can only offer himself/herself as a guide to fearful people. Nouwen writes, “A Christian community is therefore a healing community not because wounds are cured and pains are alleviated, but because wounds and pains become openings or occasions for a new vision. Mutual confession then becomes a mutual deepening of hope, and sharing weakness becomes a reminder to one and all of the coming strength.” 2 

Are you wounded? Do you have cloths which bind you and your wounds? If so, then you are qualified to be a minister of Jesus Christ. In fact, you are well-qualified to be a wounded minister. We take these gauze strips which bind our wounds and use them as bandages for those hurt and broken by life. We serve as wounded ministers who are also wounded healers. We do not deny our own wounds and bandages but see them as gifts which help us connect with others and to serve others. Like Jesus and Lazarus, we are called not only to care for personal wounds but also to use our wounds as a major source of healing power for others.
UNBIND US AND LET US GO!

Jesus shouts to the crowd that day, “Unbind him and let him go!” Jesus shouts today, “Unbind them and let them go.” For too long local churches have restricted ministry to ordained clergy and have bound members to certain ministries that the institution believes is important. We proclaim today that every member is a minister. Futurists are calling the church to listen to the ways persons and groups in the church wish to be ministers who serve Christ through a local church. We want to work on a Habitat House, take desserts to homeless families, distribute Our Daily Bread, visit those in the hospital or in their homes, start Christian fellowship groups in our homes, and care for foster children. Our ministry is to be servants for this church’s ministry and to be servants beyond the institutional ministries of Vienna Baptist Church. 

Years ago I learned from John Ed Mathison that we don’t recruit persons for ministry but invite each member of our church to be involved in ministry. We are attempting to develop a culture of expectation here where each of us is expected to be involved in some sort of ministry. We invite you to consider how you will serve as a minister through Vienna Baptist Church. In his testimony Harry Dorcus has referred to the commitment card you can complete and bring forward on Easter Sunday.


Some ministries are within the walls of this building and they are very important ministries on Sundays and other days of the week. Some ministries are beyond these walls and beyond our time together on Sundays, and these are also very important ministries. Pastor John Ed Mathison has two criteria for evaluating all programs and ministries of Frazier Memorial United Methodist Church: “Does it meet a need, and does it make disciples?” 3

Because of our own woundedness, will we choose to meet needs and make disciples? Do you remember the quote from Winston Churchill? “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” Jesus shouts today to us wounded healers, “Unbind them and let them go!” Well, let’s go!
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