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This Tuesday at St. Anne’s Church in Janesville, Minnesota—about 100 miles from here—will be the funeral for a 
man named LeRoy Mulcahey.  That’s a name that would mean little to just about everyone, unless you had ever 
spent any time at the St. Paul Seminary.  LeRoy was the custodian there for about 50 years, and just about any 
priest alive today would remember him fondly and well.  He was a fixture at that place, and a character.  He was 
born on the farm down there 76 years ago.  He would have had a lot of Byrons for his neighbors in the country.  
LeRoy had a fairly profound learning disability, and also some difficulty articulating himself.  But he had a good 
spirit and a great sense of humor.  He was good at his job, and loved people, and apprciated being part of the 
community.  And they loved him too.  He left school after the 3rd grade to go work on the farm, and I know he 
was never able to read or write, but that only drew out the best instincts in all the people around him, who 
would take him to the doctor or to the store, and to make sure he was taking care of himself in his apartment 
and paying his bills.  I am also aware that LeRoy had a one-word condensed opinion of every priest who ever 
lived in that place.  One he described as “pichy,” another as “grouchy.”  When I asked the secretary there what 
LeRoy’s word for me was, she replied, “I’m not at liberty to say.”  In his last many years he was dealing with very 
painful arthritis and was having trouble walking, but he never complained about it—at least not to me.  
Thankfully, the end came very quickly for him after he had a bad fall a few weeks ago. 

And I’ve been mentioning all this because one of the questions I’ve been asking myself about his passing is,       
“Is death really such a horrible thing?”  We all know of friends and parishioners who end up praying for death 
through their illnesses, and suffering, and old age.  So is it really such a tragedy when it happens?  We often 
treat it that way, but I wonder.  And more importantly, our long, Lenten gospel today invites us to wonder about 
that.  Because in this story of Lazarus, his sisters and the disciples, they all speak and behave as though the 
prospect of death is the ultimate peril that could ever occur to us.  But at the same time, Jesus seems to imagine 
it as not such a powerful and crushing event.   

When St. Thomas learns that Jesus wants to travel back to Judea, he panics, and with a sarcastic remark of 
despair he says, “We’re all going to die with him there.”  The End.  And upon their arrival in Bethany, Martha 
and Mary are both devastated by the finality of it all: “Lord if only you had been here!”  And the cynical 
commentary of the bystanders is similar: “He could have stopped this from happening and he didn’t, and now 
it’s too late.”  Because once death arrives, all other options are impossible.  Aren’t they?  Aren’t they?  Not if you 
listen to what Jesus says and does.  Knowing of his beloved friend Lazarus’ imminent death, he not only doesn’t 
rush to be with him but he deliberately skips the funeral.  For days.   

Many people thought it was because he didn’t really care as much as he claimed to.  But that’s not it.  After all, 
he himself wept at Lazarus’ tomb, when he finally got there.  It was, as John’s gospel is clear to tell us, because 
he wasn’t as terrified of death as the rest of them were.  It is important, but not catastrophic.   

At the beginning of the story here, Jesus says, “This illness is not to end in death.”  Which is not at all the same 
thing as saying that Lazarus isn’t going to die.  And so he did.  Jesus simply wasn’t all that scared of death, the 
way the rest of them were.  In effect, he told the disciples, “Sure he will die, but I can fix that.”   

But who can imagine one who is capable of fixing the most terrifying and absolute thing in the world?  It could 
only be someone who created us in the first place, out of nothing—nothing! —and is quite capable of creating 
us all over again in a way that death cannot threaten. 
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Death is real, and it’s coming for all of us.  And we can either be debilitated, and despairing, and fearful about 
that, or we can be serene in accepting that, knowing that we are attached to a Savior whose opinion of death is 
not nearly so nerve-wracking as it often is for us.  We surely shouldn’t trivialize death, but neither should we 
give it supreme authority.  That’s our Lenten decision to make, and we ought to make it now while we are, as 
Jesus says, “walking in the light,” while we are not yet in personal crisis or imminent peril.   

What do we make of death exactly?  The person of faith will respond with an answer that is completely different 
from the one without it.  I’m willing to bet that LeRoy has found death to be quite a bit more gratifying than 
most of us, including me, can imagine.  At every Eucharist we profess belief in a God who destroys death, not by 
denying it, but by not handing over his eternal hope to it.  We have the same opportunity. 


