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SESSION 3: “COME OUT OF THE TOMB”

Day 2: Retooling Resurrection
Martha addresses Jesus with these words: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother wouldn’t have died.” Perhaps, this is an accusation; perhaps, it is a statement of faith. More likely, it is a combination of the two. At first, Jesus responds with what sounds like an empty, stock answer to a grieving person: “Your brother will rise again.” Indeed, such a statement had probably reached cliché status at that time considering a large portion of Jewish society believed in a final resurrection. I imagine Martha hanging her head when she says, “I know that he will rise in the resurrection on the last day.”

But Martha hasn’t grasped Jesus’ full meaning. Far from offering the usual comforting words to a person in grief, Jesus eliminates the cliché by completely retooling the rules for resurrection. “I am the resurrection and the life,” he says, “Whoever believes in me will live, even though they die. Everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

The writer of the Gospel throws the full weight of Jesus’ “I Am” statements behind these words. By taking resurrection into his very identity, Jesus proclaims to Martha and to us that his business is always remaining in life-giving relationships. Yes, death will occur, he says; after all, resurrection can’t take place without death. But life, in some superlative form, emerges when resurrection denies the finality of death.

Resurrection is not some impersonal thing that may or may not impact our lives and deaths. Resurrection is not something to bring up just to make a grieving person feel better. Jesus is resurrection. Jesus is life. By revealing resurrection as part of his identity, Jesus further divulges the lengths to which he goes to be in relationship with us.

Martha understands resurrection assures this continued relationship with Jesus. When he asks her if she believes his words, she replies in the affirmative, but she answers a different question than the one Jesus asked. “Yes, Lord,” she says, “I believe that you are the Christ, God’s Son, the one who is coming into the world.” She answers that she believes in him. Rather than her belief fulfilling a requirement for resurrection, this belief simply affirms her relationship with Jesus. She desires a relationship with him, and Jesus, in his unwillingness to end such a relationship, offers the gift of resurrection. Our belief in Jesus affirms our desire to remain in relationship with him. His gift of resurrection affirms his desire to remain in relationship with us.
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