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Does Jesus’ response when he learns about Lazarus being ill seem odd to you?  He seems 

almost unfeeling.  It’s almost as though he doesn’t really care too much.  He sort of blows it off.  

He decides to stay where he was and he tells his disciples that this illness isn’t unto death.  But 

then not too much later he learns that in fact Lazarus has died.  Jesus seems to understand this 

death as somehow an opportunity—an opportunity to reveal something else about God and about 

who he is in relation to God.  But in doing that he has left his disciples confused and he has left 

this family in Bethany -- Mary and Martha -- in limbo.  It seems a very strange way to respond to 

someone’s illness. 

These days we’re hearing so much about illness, about people who catch a cold, it 

doesn’t seem to be very serious, and then suddenly it takes hold of them.  The lack of urgency on 

Jesus’ part is troubling, especially in our context.  Jesus, in John’s gospel, performs a number of 

signs.  Rather than sort of saying altogether plainly who he is, or rather in addition to doing that, 

he performs these signs, these miracles.  But the signs are meant to point to some other reality, 

unfolding much like parables do in the other gospels.   

As I mentioned last week, Jesus has this way of sort of inhabiting parables.  He sort of 

brings them to life, such as with the healing of the man born blind.  But these signs, is what the 

author of John’s gospel calls them, point to a sort of unfolding reality that Jesus wants to convey 

to everyone and yet needs a special sort of help.   

So, at the wedding in Cana, this is his first sign, that famous one where he turns water 

into wine.  In that sign Jesus is revealing that the common holds the key to the extraordinary.  

That nothing is entirely as it seems.  That there is an abundance of goodness, an abundance of 

life that he can reveal.  And as we saw last week when heals the man born blind, he coveys that 

blindness is really a matter of the spirit.  Many of those who think they understand the world are 

actually blind and those who the world has come to believe are blind, those who seem to be 

without credentials, without authority, without status are the ones who can see.  

And so we have now Lazarus.  The final sign in John’s gospel and it has to do with 

resurrection and with death.  Jesus reveals to Martha, “I am the resurrection and the life. “  

That’s quite a thing to say about yourself.  What Jesus is telling Martha is, that hope that she has 

and that many in the Jewish world share, that hope of new life after death, is available now.  It’s 

available in the here and now, in the flesh, and he has come to reveal it.  So Lazarus becomes the 

last sign, the last opportunity Jesus has to show the people around him that something 

extraordinary has arrived.  That they are witnessing God’s kingdom coming to life before their 

eyes.   

But how is that possible?  Well, I think it’s important to look at some of the details in this 

story, to really understand what it is that’s happening to those around Jesus and, I think, 

especially to Jesus himself.  This story I think is saying something unusual, something new about 

who Jesus is and about what he is about to reveal and experience.  Over and over in this story we 

are reminded that Jesus loves Lazarus.  Jesus has a special relationship with Lazarus.  Lazarus is 



not some anonymous person who has fallen ill.  He’s not some random person seeking Jesus’ 

help.  He is someone Jesus has a deep and abiding relationship with.   

That’s important, because when Jesus then goes to Bethany finally after delaying several 

days and not leaving until he hears that Lazarus has actually died, he is met on the road even 

before he even gets into town once Martha hears he’s there. And she comes at him and confronts 

him with her grief.  “If you had been here, Lazarus would not have died.”  I think that response 

sort of brings Jesus up short.  He tries to explain to Martha, “Don’t you believe in me?  Don’t 

you understand who I am and what is happening?”   But you see, even that promise of 

resurrection doesn’t remove the grief--that grief is real.  And when Mary comes and says the 

same thing to him, and he sees all the people who have gathered with Mary and are grieving with 

her, well, he’s overwhelmed.   

A lot of scholars wonder what it means when the gospel says that he feels disturbed, that 

he’s troubled.  The words in Greek can be translated in a variety of ways and some scholars have 

come to think that it means he’s angry.  He is angry at their reaction as he might have been with 

Martha when he was taken up short when she confronted him.  And he’s angry perhaps at the 

reality of death; but I don’t know if that’s true.  I think what Jesus is experiencing is sadness, is 

sorrow.  He’s sharing their grief.  I think what Jesus is learning in this experience is the path to 

resurrection goes through a deep sorrow and there’s no avoiding it.  We can’t get to Easter 

without going through Good Friday.  Loss is real.  No hope can erase the reality we feel when we 

lose someone we love.   

This Sunday, perhaps rather oddly, the Psalm is Psalm 130.  That psalm begins “Out of 

the depths I cry to you, O Lord!   Lord, hear my voice!  Lord, give ear to the voice of my 

supplication! “  Out of the depths.   Whoever designs the lectionary and that’s been done years 

ago by a committee of folks, I’m sure.  But I think they really get the heart of this story about 

Lazarus.  Lazarus’ story is not just about his being resuscitated.  That’s a happy ending and its 

great, but that story is really about the experience of sadness, the experience of grief that Jesus is 

brought to when confronted with the loss of someone he loves.  Greif brings us to closer to God, 

closer to one another than any other force in our lives.   

I quoted another Psalm earlier when I invited you to confession.  I said the Lord is near 

the broken hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.  What that means is when we are 

brought down, when we are grieving, we are in a place where we are open to God’s presence like 

no other time in our lives.  And so it is with Jesus.  Even he is brought into a new place of 

understanding God’s presence more fully.   

Oscar Wilde, wonderful writer, essayist, poet, playwright once wrote while he was 

imprisoned (he spent a couple of years in prison in England) an essay called De Profundis .  De 

Profundis is Latin, it means out of the depths.  And in that essay he wrote, “Where there is 

sorrow there is holy ground.”  It is in the experience of sorrow that we encounter the holy.   

Wilde learned during his time in prison the importance of grief in shaping us, making us 

the people we are, and how all love finds its full expression through grief.  Because when we 

grieve someone we’ve lost, it’s not an expression only of our loss.  It’s an expression of our love 

for that person, for all that they mean to us, all that we are because of them. Love is at the root of 

creation because of sorrow, not in spite of it.   



It’s a love that’s at the root of Jesus’ relationship with Lazarus and Mary and Martha and 

this is why Jesus weeps.  This is why he goes to the tomb and with a loud shout commands 

Lazurus to come out.  Jesus is able to demonstrate that life, in spite of what we experience of 

death, life is still stronger than death.   

And living resurrection is how we defy death.  When we live resurrection, we tell the 

world that the circumstances we are going through, the difficulties, the hardships we endure will 

not define us.  We are not defined by loss, by illness, by this time of separation.  Resurrection 

tells us there is always hope, even though this is hard.  Even though it makes us sad and for some 

of us maybe even just a little bit stir crazy.  We can get through this because we know that life 

will overcome.   

And so Jesus tells the people around him to unbind Lazarus.  Because if Lazarus comes 

out those cloths are still on him, death is still clinging to him.  Just as it is, really, for all of us.  

But we can be unbound. The community around us can help to make us whole.  So even now, 

even while we are separated from one another because of this illness that has taken hold, this 

pandemic, we can still find ways to be in community and to experience life.   

Out of the depths of our fear we can rise to hope.  Out of the depths of our sadness we 

can rise to joy.  That’s the sign Jesus brings to Martha, to Mary, and to Lazarus--to all those 

around him.  The depths will not overwhelm us for we will rise to live resurrection.   

Amen. 


