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We’ve just heard the third in a series of Gospels which the Roman Church has read for many centuries whenever people are preparing for baptism at the Easter Vigil.  Two weeks ago, we heard the story of the Samaritan woman at the well, who came to fetch water and instead found in her encounter with Jesus the “water of life.”  That story invited us to bring our sinful selves to Jesus, to ask him (or to thank him) for the baptismal water of life; and then, having found acceptance and salvation from him, to go and share that good news with others.

Then, last week, we heard the story of the man born blind.  Jesus declared that the man’s blindness was not the result of sin, but rather an occasion for God’s works to be made visible through Jesus, acting as the Light of the World.  Jesus then “anointed” the man’s eyes with clay and had him wash in a pool named “Sent,” after which the man was able to see.  Again, this story offers a promise to both baptized and unbaptized: wash away your blindness in the baptismal pool, let Jesus anoint you with Chrism in the Easter sacraments, or if you have already done these things, remember them and claim them.  And you, too, will gain the spiritual vision needed to be “sent” – whether for the first or the thousandth time – as a sharer of the good news.

Today, in the raising of Lazarus, the final Gospel story of this series, we saw Jesus actually vanquishing bodily death and offering his friend Lazarus the gift of life itself.  That is quite a miracle; but after all, Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary, were very close friends of Jesus; and in fact, John explicitly assures us that Jesus loved them.  In light of that, I found it very troubling that when Jesus received word from Mary and Martha about Lazarus’ illness, he chose to remain “for two days in the place where he was.  Then [only] after this [did he say] to his disciples, ‘Let us go back to Judea.’”  It seems a cold and an odd response to me; and I can’t say that Jesus helped my reaction very much by adding: ““Lazarus has died.  And I am glad for you that I was not there, that you may believe.” Ouch!  And this is the Savior in whose love and friendship I am supposed to trust in my own hour of suffering and need?

Yet later in the narrative, we are reminded that Jesus was overcome with emotion, and wept with the rest of the mourners, who said, “See how he loved him!” even as they wondered, “Could not [he] have done something so that [his friend Lazarus] would not have died?”  So where does that leave us?  Well, if God’s love is to be trusted, as I believe and hope that it is, then I see no other option but to conclude with humility that sometimes, God has knowledge that we know not of, which can cause God legitimately to choose different paths, time-frames, and outcomes from those that we might choose for ourselves.  Speaking through the prophet Isaiah, God himself has told us: “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways” (55:8).  And as that great British rock “theologian,” Mick Jagger, once taught us: “You can’t always get what you want; but if you try sometimes you just might find you get what you need.”

We are fortunate to have in Martha a model of this kind of faith.  As a close friend of Jesus who knew that he genuinely cared for her and her siblings, she might understandably have been angry with him for his failure to arrive at Lazarus’ sickbed sooner.  And while she stopped short of telling him off, she did let Jesus know that his actions puzzled her by saying: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” In other words, “I don’t doubt that you have power over illness and death; and I am frankly troubled about why you chose not to use that power for my brother, whom I know you loved so much.”  But in the end, Martha opted for trust in her teacher and friend.  She told Jesus: “Even now [in the face of Lazarus’ death] I know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.”  In other words, she was willing to be honest with Jesus about her doubts and struggles; but she was also willing to hope and trust, even when to do so seemed pointless and foolish.  

In a song called “I Believe in Love,” the Christian rock band BarlowGirl gives apt expression to Martha’s relational faith.  They sing: “I believe in the sun even when it's not shining; I believe in love even when I don't feel it; and I believe in God even when He is silent…  I believe no dark can consume Light, no death [is] greater than this life.  We are not forgotten: hope is found when we say [it], even when He is silent.”  In other words, although she would not yet have understood the term, we might say that Martha had intuitive faith in the “Paschal mystery.”  And as had happened with the woman at the well and the man born blind before her, Martha’s faith confession prompted yet greater faith within her, culminating at last in her statement: “Yes, Lord.  I have come to believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, the one who is coming into the world.”

And yet, when Jesus got down to brass tacks and asked that the stone at Lazarus’ tomb be removed, Martha’s “practical, reasonable” side resurfaced.  Was it not the kitchen Martha, the fastidious housekeeper and host, who said: “Lord, by now there will be a stench; he has been dead for four days”?  At which Jesus, ever kind and patient, had to remind her: “Did I not tell you that if you believe you will see the glory of God?”  How often do we talk ourselves out of asking for what we desire, predetermining in our “practicality” what God can and cannot do for us?  And how often do we do this for fear of disappointment if we hope too much?

Anyway, after thanking God his Father – always a powerful form of prayer – Jesus called his friend Lazarus forth from the tomb, freeing him from death’s cold, dark dominion.  The message in this for us?  Remain faithful to your relationship with God.  Trust and hope in the power of God’s love and faithfulness, even as doubt tugs at your heart and your spirit.  Grasp and believe in the mysterious Paschal pattern, according to which dark gives way to light, sadness turns to joy, and dying to self turns out to be the path to new and abundant life.


There is one final detail which I cherish in this Lazarus story: and that is the moment when Jesus told the relatives and friends of the resurrected Lazarus: “Untie him and let him go.”  Having restored life to the friend of his heart, Jesus then invited Lazarus’ community to complete the process of restoration and liberation.  Because, sisters and brothers, the truth is that sin is relational, and so, too, are forgiveness and healing.  Despite our rationalizations and self-deceptions, there is no truly private sin.  Even if we hurt only ourselves, then it is still a wounded and diminished self that we present to others.  Similarly, reconciliation and healing which lead to new life cannot be attained “solo.”  We need the healing love of God, but also of neighbor, to be fully liberated and restored to abundance of life.  That is why the Church created a sacrament of reconciliation which involves a human dialogue and gives forgiveness a human face and voice.

The story of the raising of Lazarus invites us – as does the entire Lenten season – to do an honest examination of our lives.  Are their parts of us that remain effectively dead – sealed up in cold, dark tombs of habit or denial, devoid of the light and air of God’s saving love?  Have we covered them over with elaborate clinging vines so as to hide them, even from ourselves?  Or are we limiting God’s ability to transform us because we want him to act only on our terms and with our sense of timing?  Do we perhaps let our doubts, our hurts and resentments, or our need to be “practical and realistic” (to avoid disappointment) confine God and block the miracles that God may want to work in us?  Or do we stumble about in needless darkness because we are too proud or too afraid to let others assist us – to allow them unbind to us and set us free?  If so, then we still have two weeks of Lent which remain to us.  We can still roll away our stony hearts and allow God to replace them with vulnerable hearts of flesh.  After all, Jesus has told us, as surely he once told Martha: “If you will only believe, you will see the glory of God!”
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