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It is uncanny how on some Sundays the appointed lectionary readings speak so directly 
to the current events of the day. Here we are in the midst of the global coronavirus 
pandemic, staying in our homes, keeping ourselves occupied as best we can, trying to 
maintain good health, and following the daily metrics of how many people have tested 
positive for COVID-19 and how many have died. So what a coincidence it is that the 
gospel reading for this Sunday speaks of illness and death, grief and sadness, as well as 
new life and hope. Psalm 130 is also particularly appropriate for our current public 
health crisis as we hear the Psalmist cry out to God for help and for hope. 
 
Our reading from John begins with the words “now a certain man was ill.” And that’s 
the top story in the news these days. Men and women, young and old, are falling ill 
from the coronavirus in growing numbers. It’s local news, national news, and world 
news. It’s something that is affecting all of our lives all around the globe. Even as we 
distance ourselves from each other to slow the spread of infection, we have never been 
closer as a human family, united across all the lines that normally divide us by the 
common threat of the coronavirus. Not since the Apollo 8 mission to the moon brought 
back the first pictures of planet earth floating in the blackness of space have we human 
beings had a greater sense of our being one people on one planet. We have a growing 
appreciation of our interconnectedness – that we are all in this together.  
 
When a loved one falls ill, we generally let family and friends know about it, and our 
first instinct is to want to go and visit the person who is sick to offer our help and 
support. It is, after all, one of the works of mercy that Jesus lists in Matthew 25: “I was 
sick and you took care of me.” But in this time of the coronavirus, when social 
distancing is mandated, visiting those who are infected is ill advised, and caring for 
them is frought with challenges, whether done by doctors and nurses in a hospital 
setting, or by immediate family members in one’s own home. 
 
In Lazarus’ case, his sisters, Mary and Martha, send a message to let Jesus know that his 
loved one, their brother, Lazarus, is ill. But when Jesus hears the news he says, “This 
illness does not lead to death,” and instead of going to Bethany straight away to be by 
Lazarus’s side, Jesus delays his trip for two days. Now, I know that Jesus goes on to say 
that Lazarus’ illness “is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through 
it.” But Jesus’ delay still gives me pause. I have to wonder if Jesus was in a state of 
denial. “Lazarus isn’t going to die,” he says. “We can stay here a couple more days.” 
But we know that Lazarus does die . . . in Jesus’ absence. 
 
When Jesus finally does make the journey back to Judea it is over his disciples’ 
objections. Returning to Judea meant Jesus would be risking his life, not because 
Lazarus’ illness was contagious (as far as we know it wasn’t), but because the last time 



Jesus was in Judea the religious authorities in Jerusalem had tried to stone him to death. 
(You can find the encounter just before today’s passage at the end of chapter 10.) 
 
When Jesus arrives in the town of Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for four days. Mary 
and Martha are mourning their brother's death, and many friends have come from 
Jerusalem two miles away to console them. There is much weeping and wailing, and 
Jesus is visibly moved by this outpouring of grief and sadness. He, too, begins to weep. 
 
Mary and Martha both believe that if Jesus had been there earlier, he could have 
prevented Lazarus' death. Were they angry with Jesus? Disappointed? The text doesn’t 
say. But even some of their friends asked themselves: "Could not he who opened the 
eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?" There is an edge to their 
question. Jesus had a reputation as a healer. Why hadn’t he come sooner? If he had, 
Lazarus might still be alive! 
 
Still, Martha held out hope that anything was possible. She said to Jesus: "Even now I 
know that God will give you whatever you ask of him." But when Jesus asks that the 
stone be taken away and the tomb opened, Martha has second thoughts. "Lord, already 
there is a stench because he has been dead four days," as if to say maybe this isn't such a 
good idea. But Jesus insists. "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the 
glory of God?" They take away the stone. Jesus prays to God. And then he cries out 
with a loud voice: "Lazarus, come out!" And the dead man emerges from the tomb, "his 
hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth." Jesus says to 
them, "Unbind him, and let him go." Lazarus is liberated from the bonds of death! 
 
This story is usually referred to as the raising of Lazarus. And indeed, that is the 
miraculous climax of the story. But I would argue that most of the story is about grief.  
It is a relatively long Scripture passage (forty-five verses), and only the last four or five 
verses describe the raising of Lazarus. The rest of the passage looks at how Jesus, Mary 
and Martha, and Lazarus’ friends deal with their grief. 
 
Grief is the emotional pain people feel as a result of loss. And people grieve in different 
ways. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross wrote about five stages of grief -- denial, anger, bargaining, 
depression, and acceptance. But they really aren’t stages that people move through, one 
to the next. They are simply different ways people respond to grief at one time or 
another. 
 
Earlier I suggested that Jesus’ first reaction to the news of Lazarus’ illness was denial. 
“This illness does not lead to death,” Jesus said. But Lazarus does die. The first response 
of Martha and Mary to their brother’s death appears to be anger. When each of them, in 
turn, learns that Jesus is near, they go out to meet him and the first words out of each of 
their mouths are: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” They 
each blame Jesus for their brother’s death. Martha moves on to bargaining, in a back and 
forth with Jesus. “Even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him,” 
Martha says to Jesus. Mary, on the other hand, is overcome with sadness, dissolving into 
tears at Jesus’ feet. And, Jesus, too, is moved to tears. Each grieves in different ways. 
 
This past week I was reflecting with a friend about our experiences over the past few 
weeks since the World Health Organization declared the coronavirus outbreak a global 
pandemic. She said that she has been feeling odd and unsettled, and that the last time 



she felt this way was just after the terrorist attacks on 9/11. It was a stressful time then, 
as our current situation is now, though this pandemic is affecting virtually every 
country in the world, not just the U.S., and it is an event that has a much longer 
timespan than the terrorist attacks, which happened all in one day. We are all feeling a 
little strange, I think, a little uneasy, a little uncomfortable. 
 
An article by Scott Berinato appeared this past week in the Harvard Business Review 
entitled “That Discomfort You’re Feeling Is Grief.” “If we can name it,” Berinato wrote, 
perhaps we can manage it.” In the article, Berinato interviewed David Kessler, the 
world’s foremost expert on grief, who co-wrote, with Elisabeth Kübler-Ross On Grief and 
Grieving: Finding the Meaning of Grief through the Five Stages of Loss. 
 
“We’re feeling a number of different griefs,” Kessler said. “We feel the world has 
changed, and it has. We know this is temporary, but it doesn’t feel that way, and we 
realize things will be different. Just as going to the airport is forever different from how it 
was before 9/11, things will change and this is the point at which they changed. The loss 
of normalcy; the fear of economic toll; the loss of connection. This is hitting us and we’re 
grieving. Collectively. We are not used to this kind of collective grief in the air.” 
 
Asked what individuals can do to manage their grief, Kessler said that “understanding 
the stages of grief is a start. . . . There’s denial, which we say a lot of early on: This virus 
won’t affect us. There’s anger: You’re making me stay home and taking away my 
activities. There’s bargaining: Okay, if I social distance for two weeks everything will be better, 
right? There’s sadness: I don’t know when this will end. And finally there’s acceptance. This 
is happening; I have to figure out how to proceed. Acceptance, as you might imagine, is where 
the power lies. We find control in acceptance. I can wash my hands. I can keep a safe distance. 
I can learn how to work virtually.” 
 
“You can also think about how to let go of what you can’t control,” Kessler said. “What 
your neighbor is doing is out of your control. What is in your control is staying six feet 
away from them and washing your hands. Focus on that.” 
 
“Finally,” he said, “it’s a good time to stock up on compassion. Everyone will have 
different levels of fear and grief and it manifests in different ways. A coworker got very 
snippy with me the other day and I thought, That’s not like this person; that’s how they’re 
dealing with this. I’m seeing their fear and anxiety. So be patient. Think about who someone 
usually is and not who they seem to be in this moment.” 
 
As a new poem written by Sarah Bournes points out: 
 
We’ve all been exposed. 
Not necessarily to the virus 
(maybe...who even knows) 
We’ve all been exposed BY the virus. 
Corona is exposing us. 
Exposing our weak sides. 
Exposing our dark sides. 
Exposing what normally lays far beneath the surface of our souls, 
hidden by the invisible masks we wear. 
Now exposed by the paper masks we can’t hide far enough behind. 



Corona is exposing our addiction to comfort. 
Our obsession with control. 
Our compulsion to hoard. 
Our protection of self. 
Corona is peeling back our layers. 
Tearing down our walls. 
Revealing our illusions. 
Leveling our best-laid plans. 
Corona is exposing the gods we worship: 
Our health 
Our hurry 
Our sense of security. 
Our favorite lies 
Our secret lusts 
Our misplaced trust. 
Corona is calling everything into question: 
What is the church without a building? 
What is my worth without an income? 
How do we plan without certainty? 
How do we love despite risk? 
Corona is exposing me. 
My mindless numbing 
My endless scrolling 
My careless words 
My fragile nerves. 
We’ve all been exposed. 
Our junk laid bare. 
Our fears made known. 
The band-aid torn. 
The masquerade done. 
So what now? What’s left? 
Clean hands 
Clear eyes 
Tender hearts. 
What Corona reveals, God can heal. 
Come Lord Jesus. 
Have mercy on us. 
 
Amen. 


