
 
 

A DISAPPOINTING JESUS 

 

I wonder - do you have as much trouble with this Lazarus story as I do? 
 

Biblical scholars explain to us that the great miracles in the Gospel of John are told in order to make 

a point.  Jesus does not turn all water into wine.  He does not feed every hungry crowd. He does not 

resuscitate every dead body.  Instead Jesus picks particular times and particular places in order to 

demonstrate his unique power - in order to point beyond himself to God.  And so, the miracles Jesus 

performs are meant to be signs - signs of a loving and healing God available to each one of us – signs 

that have universal meaning. And so, we may well ask ourselves, "What is the meaning of Lazarus - 

what is Jesus teaching us this morning?" 
 

Well, as I read this story in the midst of the CoronaVirus pandemic, what I hear is a very human story 

of frustration, of grief, and yes, of anger. And, some pretty  blunt questions, “Hey, God, what is going 

on  - and where the hell are you?” 

A more specific question is this:  If Jesus is so heartbroken over the death of his good friend, Lazarus, 

why isn't he running to Bethany the minute he is called?  Why does he take his sweet time - four 

excruciating days – before he saunters just a few miles to heal Lazarus, to comfort Mary and Martha?  

And if, as the text suggests, Jesus purposely stays away, waiting for Lazarus to die so that he, Jesus, 

can swoop in and miraculously raise him from the dead, what kind of egomaniac is this Jesus?  Would 

Jesus really cause all this grief so that he can steal a bit of glory?   What kind of a pastor is Jesus? 

What kind of a God is Jesus? 
 

Where were you God?  Where are you God?  When innocent people suffer and die excruciating 

deaths?  Where are you God right now, with an insidious pandemic infecting your world – with lungs 

collapsing and health care workers and public servants risking their lives – with millions and millions 

of people trapped in our homes, giving up our family celebrations, scared about financial ruin, worried 

about keeping our jobs? Where are you, God? With young people’s dreams broken, and families 

barely holding it together, and anxious children bouncing off the walls? Where are you God?  When 

gun sales are booming, and our fear of neighbor is rising, and some of us are hoarding personal 

possessions and supplies?  Where are you, God?  Yes, we understand why Mary and Martha feel 

frustration, dismay, anger.  We understand why they question Jesus, why we question Jesus.  
 

Yes, sometimes, my friends, God does not respond on our time table, sometimes God holds back, 

sometimes God fails to meet our need, on our terms - because God's ways are not our ways, because 

sometimes in our daily living, dying needs to happen, on this side of the grave, before new life can 

begin. 
 

I remember a woman named Betty in one of my former parishes.  Betty was in her late forties, trying 

to raise three children by herself, because her husband of 17 years had just left her - walked out with 

no warning in order to move in with his twenty-year old secretary.   Betty was furious.  Betty was 

scared.  Betty was bitter. Betty was immobilized.   And so, she wanted her pastor there - all the time 

- to listen to her - to reinforce her rage and resentment - to encourage her victim identity.  And yet 

after six months and several long visits, nothing changed.  I listened.   I suggested support groups, 



 

 

 

assertiveness training workshops, psychotherapy, writing letters of anger to her ex-husband, going to 

career counseling and pointing her life in a new direction.  She heard none of it.  She wanted none of 

it.  What she did want was God - or more specifically, me - to agree with her - to condemn her 

husband, to solve her problem, to resurrect her formerly secure and predictable life.  Which of course 

I was unable to do. Only Betty could listen for God's voice calling her out of the tomb of her despair 

and leading her toward new life.   
 

So, I stopped trying to “fix” her.  I stopped visiting her. I called her occasionally. And I prayed that 

Betty could find the courage to face the “Lazarus” entombed inside herself.  It was one of the more 

painful chapters in my ministry. 
 

Jesus does not come when Mary and Martha call. Why? Because, in a strange way, it is the healing 

thing for him to do.  Healing for Mary, for Martha, for Jesus for all of us – healing,  because sometimes 

Jesus must go to dramatic lengths , who sometimes must go to dramatic lengths to show us how much 

we need God - on God's terms and not our own. 
 

But, as the text moves along, we discover that Jesus, does finally respond - when he reaches Bethany, 

he feels the grief and the chaos of the community.   The text tells us that Jesus "was greatly disturbed 

in Spirit.” 

 

Commentators disagree about what these words mean.  The Greek for "greatly disturbed" is most 

accurately translated "enraged, agitating himself."  It seems then that Jesus greets his friends with 

anger. Of all things.  Mary and Martha's honest anger was met with Jesus' honest anger!  No polite 

holding back of emotions here.  Morton Kelsey writes: "How different Jesus's way is from the 

passionless way of some religions, some philosophies, that tell us to get off the world, to become 

totally detached, to merge with the cosmic mind so that nothing will ruffle us."  
 

Yes, Jesus was often an angry man - when he tossed the tables out of the temple, when he rebuked 

his nagging mother at the wedding at Cana, when he berated Peter for his fawning adulation "Get thee 

behind me, Satan!”, when Jesus condemned the legalists in his midst, "You snakes, you brood of 

vipers! How can you escape being sentenced to hell?" 
 

But why now?  Why is Jesus so angry this morning?  It is because the people still don't "believe."  

Seven times in this story about Lazarus, the gospel writer uses the word "believe" - which in John's 

gospel means the trust of the heart rather than the understanding of the mind. It is belief - trust - that 

Jesus is after.  You would think that Mary and Martha - of all people - would trust in the promises of 

God - would trust that despite the pain and the loss, their friend, Jesus, will bring life out of death, 

healing out of tragedy.  We can almost hear Jesus muttering, "After all I've done for them, after all 

I've taught and preached and touched, why won't they trust me?" 
 

So, my friends, in the midst of our anger and frustration and fear, do we believe, do we trust that God 

is with us in the midst of these unpredictable days? Do we believe – do we trust - that we can endure, 

that we must grow, that we will emerge from this pandemic – wiser and stronger and whole? 

 

Anger, of course, is not where Jesus stays.  When he sees the pain, the fear, the anguish of his friends, 

his heart melts and he weeps.  As the crucifixion so vividly reveals, Jesus felt and Jesus feels our pain, 

our grief, our bitterness.  The Passion Story of Jesus assures us that Jesus understands the passion 

stories of our own lives.    



 

 

 

 

And so tears of anger flow into tears of compassion, and finally seep into the deepest emotion of all.  

Jesus is overcome by the sadness of it all  - the sadness of what he is about to do - to pull Lazarus 

away from the peace and wholeness of resurrection beyond the grave - yes to pull Lazarus back into 

the struggles  and disappointments of resurrection on this side of the grave.  Jesus weeps tears of 

sadness because he knows that Mary and Martha and all their friends will have to go through this 

grief one more time - the second time Lazarus faces physical death.  And finally, Jesus weeps because 

he knows the inevitable confusion and pain that Lazarus will face as he moves from death back into 

this life. 
 

A poet in Idaho has written a poem from Lazarus' point of view- inviting us to get in touch with the 

Lazarus inside our own souls.  She writes: 

It's dark in here.  I thought I heard 

  someone call my name. 

  Why is he calling me?  I'm dead, or was; 

  four days dead. 

  I stink.  What could he want with me? 

               He says, "Come forth!" but I'm 

  afraid to live again. 

               Dead, I did not feel the pain. 

  Dead, I didn't know the dark…Dead, 

  I did not know myself confined; 

  wrapped hand and foot, 

  stone-sealed inside the tomb 

  Dead, I could not smell…. 

  my own decaying self. 

  He calls; I live. 

  I must stand up and walk. 

  Choking, blind….I stumble toward the light.   (Katherine Dale Makus) 
  

My friends, what is dead inside us now? What is it that decays in our souls? What are the caves we 

hide ourselves inside?  What is it that binds us and blinds us and chokes us?  These are the real 

questions which our text asks us this day, as we contemplate the deaths and disappointments which 

destroy us on this side of the grave - as we contemplate all that seems dead in the patterns and 

frustrations of this new pandemic reality.  If we honestly face and answer these questions, the 

promises of our faith assure us that new life is possible, that Easter is on its way.  Even if God does 

not come when we call, God will come - weeping, watching, calling our name. "Come out!"  "Come 

out! - Phil and Sarah, Anne and Mark, Carol and Steve.  Come out! Whoever you are. I am the 

Resurrection and the Life! Come out! And greet the promise of a new day!" 
 

Friends, this is the Good News of the Gospel.  May it be so for you and for me.  Amen. 
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