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He is sick. He is stuck at home. And apparently help is NOT on the way. 
 
As today’s Gospel reading begins, Lazarus is ill, being cared for at home by his sisters, Martha 
and Mary. 
 
This family – Mary, Martha and Lazarus – lived in Bethany, just East of Jerusalem. They were 
some of Jesus’ closest friends. He dropped when he was in the neighborhood. He knew where 
they lived. He knew how to get there. 
 
You may remember the sisters of Lazarus – Martha and Mary – from other Gospel stories. 
 
Do you remember Mary? She’s the impractical one who ‘wasted’ time sitting at the feet of Jesus, 
listening to him. He had stopped in around supper time. She did nothing practical to help with 
the meal. Just sat there. Listening to Jesus. 
 
And you remember Martha, the practical one who was good in the kitchen. Martha, who grew 
frustrated with her less-than-helpful sister. 
 
They have a brother named Lazarus. He is home. He is sick. And, apparently, help is not on the 
way. 
 
It has reached the point that both sisters send a message to Jesus. It is simple yet poignant: “the 
one whom you love is sick.” 
 
And what does Jesus do? He seems to brush off their message. The sisters have sent an 
anguished summons, but Jesus hangs around where he was for two more days. 
 
When Jesus finally gets around to heading off to Bethany, his disciples remind him that his 
enemies are out there, and they want to kill him.  
 
In fact, Death seems to be everywhere in this Gospel story. Lazarus is dying. His sisters are 
worried that he’s dying. The disciples are worried that the enemies of Jesus will make sure that 
He dies. Thomas says that they should all ‘go and die’ with Lazarus. Death is everywhere – but 
Jesus seems curiously unmoved by all this talk of death.  
 



As we hear in today’s Gospel, by the time Jesus gets to Bethany, it’s all over. Lazarus has been 
wrapped in his shroud, entombed for four days.  
 
Martha comes out to meet him, and practical Martha…gives him a piece of her mind. At least, 
that is one way to read tis dialog. 
 
She comes into the presence of Jesus and says, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would 
not have died.” 
 
Is she saying, “Lord, where the heck were you?” (Do we ever say that to the Lord?) 
 
Martha speaks from her heart. 
 
And Jesus says, “Your brother will rise.” 
 
And, yes, Martha knew that there was a resurrection coming… someday. She believed that a 
resurrection was coming… on what they called the “Last” day. 
 
But I’m not sure that Martha wants some pious talk about seeing her brother again, ‘someday.’ 
This is the kind of pious talk we often say to each other at funerals. Pious talk like, “He’s in a 
better place.” Or, “This is God’s will.” 
 
That pious talk may be well-intentioned. But I’m not sure it is helpful, for us, or for Martha. 
 
She wants her brother back. Not someday. Today. Practical Martha is an unmarried woman in a 
patriarchal world, who has just lost her male relative. What will she and her sister do now? 
Without Lazarus, she’s as good as dead too. 
 
But Jesus does not say to her, ‘SOME DAY your brother will rise.’ Or ‘SOME DAY you will 
see him again in heaven.’ Jesus says, “I AM the resurrection. I AM life.” He does not say – “I 
have come to discuss the idea of resurrection.” What he does say is the triumphant truth: “I am 
resurrection! I am life!” 
 
Then Jesus asks Martha the life-changing question: “do you believe this?” 
 
And old, practical, pots-and-pans Martha makes the most extravagant and explicit profession of 
faith up to this point in the whole Gospel. “Yes Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the son 
of God, he who is coming into the world.” 
 
Finally they go to the cemetery. Jesus stands before the tomb of Lazarus, and with a voice loud 



enough to wake the dead, he shouts, “Come out!” And the dead man does. He’s all tied up by 
death, so Jesus declares, “untie him.” 
 
So, with whom do you identify in this Gospel passage? Do you identify with Martha and Mary? 
That would make sense. Martha and Mary are dealing with sickness in the family. Many of us 
are dealing with the same reality right now. 
 
We are worried about the health of people we love – just like Martha and Mary worried. 
 
And for the past few weeks, we have been asking Jesus, praying to Jesus, to ‘get down here and 
help us.’ Some days, Jesus seems to be slow on the response.  
 
Maybe you identify with Martha and Mary because you’ve experienced the loss of a loved one. 
And you want them back. Today. And you are not sure what your life will be like without them 
Maybe you want to give the Lord a piece of your mind,. 
 
Martha and Mary. It’s easy to identify with them! 
 
Or maybe you identify with Lazarus. The Lord loved Lazarus, and Lazarus loved the Lord. But 
Lazarus experienced the fragility of human life. He passed away. And his body was wrapped in 
the burial clothing of death. Strips of cloth. A body tightly confined. In the tomb. The tied-up-
ness of death. 
 
But remember this: Jesus hates death. He will not be jerked around by death. He will not let fear 
of death control his calendar. At the cemetery in Bethany, his words are thrown right into the 
face of death:  “roll away the stone. Come out, Lazarus. Untie him.” 
 
And we wonder, is Jesus only calling to Lazarus? Or is his calling to us, shouting loud enough to 
wake the dead? To wake us? 
 
Death will keep railing against Jesus. Just a few days after he raises Mary and Martha’s brother, 
Jesus is arrested, and all of the powers of Death conspire to nail Jesus to a cross. But Jesus 
refuses to adjust to death, adapt to death, or stay dead, or make peace with death. Jesus just hates 
Death.  
 
And because he refuses to compromise with all of the powers of Death, Jesus is free. On Easter 
Sunday morning, Jesus stomps on Death, and shatters its power. Jesus is alive. Jesus is free. 
 
Do you want to be free? That may sound like silly question when it’s asked to a group of people 
who have been cooped up in their homes for a while. 



 
Do you want to be free? Of course you do! Do you feel trapped, or caught, or tied up? Probably 
so, for lots of reasons.  
 
Death is real. And it seeks to control us in many ways. There is a deadness that wants to grip 
every one of us and rob us of our joy in living.  
 
And it will hold us in its grip, unless we grasp on to the one who IS resurrection and IS life. 
Death wants to tie you down. Jesus wants to shout you to life. Is there anything more important, 
today, than focusing on your relationship with the one, the only one, who can give you eternal 
life? 

Copyright 2020 by Rev. Michael A. Renninger. All rights reserved. 


