April 18 & 19, 2009

John 11:39

“When Life Stinks Worse Than Death”

     In the interest of becoming a church that meets the real needs of real people we are developing a whole new list of small groups for the Fall of 2009 to deal with many of the rotten stinking issues of today’s families:

-Parents who get too angry with their kids will meet in Room #7 on Mondays

-Workaholics will meet Monday thru Thursday at 7pm in the office

-People suffering from panic attacks will meet in the sanctuary on Tuesdays at 6PM

-Teenagers who don’t believe in God will meet Sunday mornings at 10 AM at the daycare 

-Couples who argue too much will meet Wednesdays at 6pm Men Rm 8, Women Rm 9

-Sexual Dysfunctions class, you are free to take the DVD series home to study at your leisure. These are the kind of topics people need today. And, the kinds of smelly issues that the church is silent on. 

     When our journey toward wholeness involves the smell of things that need to change, often some form of rejection follows. I have been told by countless people that the biggest reason that they find themselves involved at ABE/LifeLifters is because they have encountered love, acceptance and a safe place to be heard when they walked through our doors. Too often the church has turned its face away from the smelliness of spiritual journeys. Jesus did not ask Lazarus to wallow in the stench of transformation. But he did have to walk through a crowd of people who apparently couldn’t take the smell.

     Take a moment and look at the Giotto painting on the screen behind me. Can you make out the veiled women standing near the tomb’s entrance pulling cloths over their noses? How about the guy in the background seemingly retreating from the front row view of the resurrection? Many other artists have portrayed the same type of reactions on canvas. I think these artists realized something that many people pass by. Our scripture passage John 11:39 says, “But Lord…by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days.” Jesus arrived four days after Lazarus had been placed in the tomb, four days for the natural world to march on. Four days where the body began to rot, four days of decay, four days of death’s ugly fruit. Most of the times that you may have examined the Lazarus story in the past you have probably ignored the reality of the physical tomb and centered on the life that Jesus brought. But one thing always intrigued me about this story and its aftermath. Why do we not hear of Lazarus again? Surely, his experience would have been just as vivid, just as inspiring as the vision of heaven that John had. And, after all, Lazarus was really there. Why does Lazarus fall from the stage of Christianity? Maybe, just maybe the stink of life was worse than the stink of his death encounter. Sometimes transformation stinks. We don’t “get well” all at once. Most often transformation is a slow, sometimes messy process. The smell of Lazarus’ body probably still reeked of the reality of his physical tomb. We all continue to stink at times even when we experience the beginning of new life. 

     I will never forget an experience I had over fifteen years ago in Petersburg, Indiana. A good friend of mine had a cousin who died and since she was his only living relative, it fell to her to take care of his affairs after his passing. She thought that she had paid the electric bill at his home but for some reason, it was not credited to his account and the electricity was turned off in his home. She cleared up several legal issues and then asked me to help her in the process of cleaning out his house for sale to settle his estate. I went with her to the house and we realized very quickly that there was no power. She called to get it turned on and we went back two days later when it was turned on. We walked through the house, her cousin was a very sloppy housekeeper and we were amazed at the litter, clothing and trash everywhere. We came to the kitchen and she open an upright freezer and we were instantly hit by the most horrible smell imaginable. She closed the door quickly but in just a few seconds, our clothes wreaked, our eyes burned, and we ran from the house for a breath of fresh air. I have an extremely strong stomach and imagined that with a mask I could get everything in plastic bags, tied up and outside to a dumpster quickly so we could get the refrigerator hauled off. Incidentally, we later realized that the freezer had been full of wild game, ducks, squirrels and the like that he had kept there from his hunting excursions. I could only stand pulling out one or two items at a time; the stench was so bad that I could only stay in the kitchen a few moments with the door open. It took me the better part of a full day to clean out that freezer and I threw away the clothes I wore and took several showers to get rid of the funk and stink. That is often how transformation of a person works. We have to get rid of things that smell and are in need of change, one item at a time. We can’t ignore it and any attempt to ignore it will not alleviate the odor but also makes us sick as well. In my pastoral counseling, I find too often that people have long tucked away issues, sexual abuse, addictions, illicit behaviors, etc, that make our lives stink, relationships toxic, and poison our souls. 

     A few years ago, while I was looking through some old notebooks that I was cleaning out at home, I came across an old journal that I had kept for a psychology class at Judson College in the spring of 1977. It was for a period just before Gayle and I got married. She had gone home to Fort Wayne for the spring semester to get ready for our wedding and I was alone in Elgin, Illinois. I was working nearly full time, going to school full time and playing baseball. I was very busy and very alone. As I leafed through the writing I realized that many feelings and struggles I had had in 1977, were still feelings and struggles nearly thirty years later. I had made disciplined efforts to change, I’d read a lot of books, attended plenty of seminars, heard and given hundreds of sermons, there were still dark places in my soul where I still needed Jesus. I was a little disturbed that midway through my spiritual journey, I still needed transformation. It’s one thing to become a Christian and quite another to be a Christian isn’t it? But, I soon came to the realization that to be a Christian really means to be continually involved in the transformation process. We never quit changing. If we do we’re spiritually dead. You’ve heard me say it before, “If we’re green we’re growing, if we’re ripe we’re rotting.” We never stop transforming in the spiritual life. The cleaning takes a lifetime. One day we will be free from this earthly life but Lazarus’ story can remind us that living as a Christian now requires ongoing transformation. I am not surprised any longer by my need for transformation but I am often surprised by the lack of honest thinking on others parts that everything is not as we would have it to be. I believe the old Baptist hymn, “I need thee, O I need thee, every hour I need thee, O Bless me now my Savior; I come to thee.”

     Perhaps the reason it seems that so few persons experience this type of authentic, real, honest transformation is because they don’t feel safe enough to experience a soul cleansing in specific areas of our lives that smell the worst. If you are looking for an antiseptic, hospital clean, sterile environment for transformation you should not look to Christianity in its authentic forms. Jesus himself reminded us in Matthew 9:12, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor. It’s the sick.” That’s why I began with the premise in this series that we are all soul sick. People need a place to be healed and most often those places are filled with the odors of the rotten stuff that has happened in people’s tombs whether those things are the result of personal sin, the sin of others or simply the circumstances of life.

       I want to offer what I consider to be some of the best advice that anyone can get when they contemplate a truly spiritual Christian walk. This also applies to those who have already made a decision to follow Jesus and live in the reality of a truly authentic relationship with Jesus. First our spiritual faith is an earthly, organic, unrefined journey to new life. We can’t buy it, package it, produce it or sell it. I can help you to put a fine set of clothes on it and make it look acceptable but the authentic journey of faith is messy and often smelly. It would be much easier if faith acted on our lives like this bottle of Purell instant hand sanitizer. Purell kills 99% of all germs on contact. On contact, Christianity will probably not do that in our lives. Authentic Christianity is a mostly slow, gritty and smelly journey. That’s real change. I think we all know this is theory but most in the church prefer stories and promises of dramatic conversions. An alcoholic suddenly finds Jesus, gets baptized and is free once and for all of the grips of alcohol. A homeless person accepts Christ, puts on the garments of salvation, shaves and is freed from the grit under his fingernails and the mental illness that contributed to his homelessness. A woman who has committed adultery for twenty years suddenly realizes the pain she has caused her family, agrees to never look at another man again and now enjoys a happy marriage. Our society’s insistence on instant mashed potatoes, instant oatmeal, and instant gratification influences every part of our lives, even the church. No one wants transformation to take a long time. We want people to find Jesus and get their lives straightened out. We want clean people in unsoiled sanctuaries, singing worship songs in pitch with no glitches in our powerpoint, lighting or microphones. We want a production not a product. True transformation does not work like that. Lust doesn’t die in the waters of baptism. Envy does not expire when we accept Jesus as our Savior. Long suppressed anger does not disappear when we meet Jesus at the altar; nor does greed, over eating, undereating, laziness or any other stinking reality of earthly life. So why does the church and Christian culture in general rarely acknowledge our stinking condition? Because it is so much easier to hide it than to heal it. I could really work just one day a week if I would give you ways to hide your messiness. But I know that doesn’t lead to the real contentment that Paul, Peter, and James spoke of and that is what I want for me. And I care enough about you to want it for you. I know the reality that if you put a white glove on your hand and stick it into a bucket of mud that the mud never becomes glovey. The glove always becomes muddy, and it’s work to get the stain out.

     Jesus was no stranger to odors that required transformation. In fact, he seemed to have a nose that could sniff out where the work of transformation was needed. (Go into audience and sniff) The foul stench of a blind man made Jesus stop and heal him. The bad odor of adultery drew Jesus to offer acceptance and healing. The aroma of a secret sin, pride, greed, envy, hatred, jealousy, and spiritual arrogance made Jesus stop in his tracks and speak to the heart of the person harboring the smelly foul thing. So Jesus stood at the tomb of Lazarus knowing quite well that the smell would be nauseating. He asked for the stone to be removed, he didn’t gag because he was accustomed to the scents. He did something unexpected, he prayed, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me.” It was important to John to let us know what Jesus said to God. Important so you could know that God hears us, too. God didn’t miss a word and he won’t miss one today either. Jesus didn’t miss a single smell no matter how much Lazarus stunk. What smell do you need to bring to Jesus today? It isn’t too strong for the healer. Let us pray.
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