
John 11, March 29, 2020.    God’s reach 

 If this is Sunday, March 29, Phil and I should be staying just outside of 

Washington, D.C. with Phil’s sister and her husband, enjoying a family visit and some 

more spring-like weather.  Yesterday we should have attended a memorial service for my 

Aunt Ruth in Delaware, which was shaping up to be a kind of family reunion of sorts.  

Tomorrow we should be touring Arlington Cemetery with my brother-in-law, a military 

chaplain, as our guide.  None of that is happening.  And many of you have similar stories 

for trips, special events or gatherings that would have/could have/should have happened 

or be happening in the next space of time.  Everything is off, canceled or closed down!   

Our world seems to have gotten much smaller and more confined recently, and much that 

we would have anticipated and enjoyed has simply gone away.  I’ve enjoyed the memes 

about pondering where one should spend their spring vacation---in the living room or in 

the bedroom?  The map that should have illustrated their trip by car or plane is replaced 

by a floorplan of their home.  Yes, our activities and our world seem much smaller,  but 

our uncertainties and anxieties seem much bigger.  No way around it; the rate of change 

has been dizzying and the prospects ahead appear grim.  As one commentator wrote, 

“What a year we have had in the past week”.  Isn’t that the truth?  Time is completely out 

of whack.  I find myself living with a kind of persistent sense of bracing for what is 

ahead, and I’m impressed by how spent and worn out I feel at the end of each day.  I’m 

guessing that’s a pretty common experience for all of us right now.  I also look at things 

through different lenses—not only because I got new glasses just before things shut 

down, but because social distancing  and flattening virus spread curves are ever on my 



mind.  I see commercials or programs on TV, filmed months ago of course,  and I think—

they’re not practicing social distancing, what is wrong with these people?  Our Gospel 

lesson also looks different through a Covid-19 lens.   We are generally needing to 

postpone funerals and large gatherings of family and friends, like John Safstrom’s April 

18th service, for example, which has been postponed.  But, this group of Jewish  people in 

the 1st C. are doing no such thing.  Not only are they gathering, but they are in close 

proximity, touching one another, and no doubt sharing food and drink indiscriminately, 

all without the benefit of soap dispensers alongside hot running water or bottles of hand 

sanitizer. They lived in a time of many immense challenges, no doubt about that, but at 

least they were able to gather together to grieve and show support for one another.  I envy 

them that, frankly.  But their circumstances are not really enviable at all.  We are, as 

readers of this text, in some sense intruding into a very intense and private sorrow; the 

grief of two siblings, Mary and Martha, over the death of the third sibling, their brother 

Lazarus.  These three adult siblings appeared to form a household that was one of Christ’s 

favorite places to visit.  They were clearly very dear to each other, and the death of their 

brother would have left these two women,  who had no legal rights in their ancient 

society, in a terribly precarious position, over and above their grief.  They had desperately 

nursed him for several days as he lay ill, and then seen their world fall apart when he 

died.  They could also well have said---What a year we have had in the past week.   

Looking deeply into this story,  what do we know of these siblings? 

 There are two stories in Scripture where we learn of this trio, and in both of them, 

Lazarus is a silent presence; he never speaks; the sisters get all of the good lines.  The one 



story is today’s lesson from John and the other story is in the gospel of Luke, the account 

of Jesus’ visit to the sibling’s home in the village of Bethany, where we learn about the 

two styles of Mary and Martha.  As you recall, Martha is busy and stressed out, trying to 

get a nice meal ready for Jesus, and she vents her irritation with her sister, Mary, who is 

sitting at Jesus’ feet, listening to him, instead of helping Martha.  Martha, we conclude, is 

more practical, and Mary is more contemplative.  Lazarus is not recorded as having said 

or done anything during this visit, it’s as though he wasn’t even there.  

 Now, in today’s text we have this set of sisters and their brother again.  And again, 

Lazarus has the least demanding role. In fact, Lazarus never says a word throughout the 

text.  His role seems to be entirely passive.  He’s ill, and it’s the sisters who are active, 

tending to him and sending word to Jesus.  Then he’s dead, and it’s his sisters who are 

active, performing the traditional burial rituals and wondering why Jesus didn’t come to 

their aid.  Even after he’s raised, Lazarus speaks not a word.  He comes out of the tomb, 

still bound in his strips of cloth from burial, and again, it’s the sisters who are instructed 

to do something—to unbind him and let him go.  It’s Mary and Martha who have the 

spotlight in this story, and they maintain the characteristic qualities that we saw in them 

before.  The two sisters  are in a state of mourning  in their home when they hear Jesus is 

coming---finally—now that it’s too late.  Who bustles out to go and greet him as courtesy 

demands?  Martha, of course, the busy and practical sister.  In the housekeeping story I 

mentioned before, Martha was not shy about telling Jesus what to do---she tells him to 

berate her sister for leaving her to do all the work.  We see this same honest boldness in 

her encounter with Jesus now.  Her first words appear to be words of grief and quite 



possibly anger--“Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  

How’s that for inducing guilt?  Her comments spur a theological discussion during which 

Jesus says words that we continue to hear at funeral services about 2,000 years later: “ I 

am the resurrection and the life.”  Martha then affirms her faith in Jesus as the Christ, 

even in the face of her brother’s death.  Practical, bold and faith-filled Martha. 

 Mary gets up to see Jesus only when Martha tells her that he’s asking for her.  Far 

from practicing social distancing, Mary falls at his feet, weeping, and cries out, like her 

sister—“If only you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  But these words, 

coming from the gentler Mary, have a different impact on Jesus than they did when they 

came from Martha.  Seeing Mary’s grief and tears, Jesus has no words, but instead sheds 

his own tears.  Jesus then wants to see the burial place of his dear friend, Lazarus.  

Although the situation is hopeless, there is at least opportunity for an expression of love 

and grief at the grave. All those who accompany him to the tomb, assume that he’s 

referring to seeing the tomb, of course, not the actual body.  The body, dead now for four 

days, will have a stench that would turn anyone’s stomach.  And when Jesus asks to 

actually enter the tomb to see the body, the ever-practical Martha reminds him of this 

grim reality---“Not a good idea, Lord, he’s going to smell something awful”.  Undeterred, 

Jesus enters the tomb, prays, and then issues a command—“Lazarus, come out!”  And in 

defiance of every death in human history and everything that anyone has ever known 

about death, dead ears hear.  Lazarus hears and responds to the command.  The dead man 

gets up and comes out, his only real action in the story, and is then released—both from 

death and from the cloth bindings that had held him there.  We don’t know what, if 



anything, he said.  We don’t know what his life was like after that.  What’s it like to 

return to life after being dead?   Typical of his treatment in the Scriptures, we never hear 

of him again.  All we know of him is that he’s Lazarus, and that he is an indication that 

dead ears can hear the word of God and that once again, that which seemed hopeless was 

not. 

 There are so many powerful and poignant facets to this Scripture text.  Here are 

several that touch me most deeply.  One is the words the sisters both immediately say to 

Jesus---"If only you had been here, this wouldn’t have happened.”  I believe that all of us 

are experts in the “if only” department.  If only my husband’s cancer had been diagnosed 

sooner.  If only my alcoholic brother had never taken to drink.  If only I had looked a 

second time and avoided that car accident.  If only my adult child had thought twice 

before entering into that abusive relationship.  Lots of “if onlys” in life.  And now 

perhaps we have new ones:  If only this virus had never moved from animals to humans.  

If only this virus had been immediately identified and contained.  If only their 

government or our government had acted differently in some way.  If only a vaccine was 

found, or an effective treatment.  If only teens hadn’t gathered for spring break on Florida 

beaches.  If only New Yorkers weren’t so dependent on the crowded subway system.  

There are a million if onlys, and while it is a natural and human response, it doesn’t take 

us anywhere.  It’s a kind of blaming or perhaps lamenting; not necessarily wrong, but not 

necessarily helpful in this instance, either.  Jesus does not reply or attempt to defend 

himself in the face of their “if only’s”---and rarely do we get a satisfactory answer when 

we become obsessed with the Why did this happen kind of question.  But, Mary and 



Martha certainly are stand ins for us, as we also grieve and lament and look to blame or 

parse out responsibility…..”if only”, we say.  

 A second poignant aspect to this text is that Jesus weeps with the sisters.  He 

weeps for their grief; he weeps for his own loss.  God is not above weeping, and an image 

I have had in my mind these past weeks is this: God cradling in God’s arms the world 

God so loves, and God weeping with us in our confusion and pain.  If our hearts are 

breaking, so is God’s.  We do not weep alone.  

 But the most powerful and hope filled part of this story is certainly that surprise 

ending.  We may not find it surprising;  but that’s only because we already know how the 

story ends.  But everyone present there that day certainly found it surprising!  They 

experienced a life-altering shock they never forgot; they saw God bring life from death.  

They saw that even dead ears hear and respond to God’s Word.  And they saw that God’s 

reach extends even within the tomb.  They, like us, learned this:  There is nowhere the 

power of God does not reach; there is no situation so filled with death, that God cannot 

bring life.  Even within the tomb itself, God is present and God is able.  God’s reach is 

both powerful and comprehensive.  In light of our present restrictions of place and space,  

destining us to choose to spend our time between our living room or our bedroom,  my 

husband memorably commented:  “Whether in the tomb or in your room,  you are never 

beyond God’s reach.”  Isn’t that good?   One more time:  “Whether in the tomb or in your 

room, you are never beyond God’s reach.”    Or God’s power.  Or beyond God’s ability to 

bring life out of death.  God is everywhere present.  And where God is present, there is 

always hope, and the final word is always life.   Amen.  



 


