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The other day I went to a birthday party for a friend who was turning 83. 
Driving him home afterward, I congratulated him on the occasion. He nodded and then in his characteristically unguarded open-hearted way, he told me the story of his great-niece who just had died of lung cancer at age 37, leaving a husband and three daughters, aged eleven, nine and seven. He didn’t say what I knew he was thinking: “How is it that I’m still going, a cancer survivor myself, and this young person with so much of her life unlived, has been taken?”


This perplexity comes up over and over in my professional life, as of course it has come up from time to time in my personal life. None of us forever dodges the unwelcome untimely death in our circle of family and friends, and for those whose lives are prolonged, the perplexity comes up too often. Sometimes we’re too polite or repressed or bewildered to get in touch with the strength of our feelings when death comes too soon or too suddenly. Mary and Martha, Jesus’ friends whose brother Lazarus has died, are that way, but they allow themselves, one after the other, to express some dismay and bewilderment when Jesus arrives, too late. “Lord, if you had been here,” they say, “our brother would not have died.”


Jesus’ reaction when he gets close to Lazarus’ tomb, to the reality of his friend’s death, is complex, like our own reactions to similar events, though his case is distinctive. At first he exhibits the supremely calm confidence that we associate with him in John’s gospel. He says to Martha, “Your brother will rise again.” She says, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” Jesus then elaborates, for her sake and for the sake of the many members of the community who are gathered around them. He chooses words that have reverberated through twenty centuries of community life, words that we still use at funerals and memorial services: “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”


Yet in spite of this serene godly confidence, when Jesus sees Mary weeping and the other friends lamenting, he gives way, as he rarely does in John’s gospel, to the expression of very strong feeling. Our translation says, “He was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.” A few minutes later, when Jesus comes to the tomb, the same words are used: he was “again greatly disturbed.” The original Greek carries a couple of meanings, but at least one of the possible translations for “he was greatly disturbed” is “he shuddered with anger.” Commentators suggest that Jesus’ anger comes from his being reminded not just that he has lost his friend, but also of what that loss means on a more cosmic scale: that Satan is roaming the world, spreading destruction, death and grief. Jesus may also be looking forward to his own confrontation with death, just days away, just over the hill in Jerusalem.


We are just a week away from Palm Sunday, when we will act out and feel ourselves the whole range of this emotional spectrum from superb confidence in the face of death to agonized, even outraged, disbelief. Jesus comes down the hill from Bethany, where he has raised Lazarus to life, into the Kidron valley in front of Jerusalem, not far from the garden where, in Matthew’s gospel, he will give way to anguish, and as he makes his way, the crowds gather and acclaim him as the triumphant Messiah. Next Sunday we will lift our palms, a trumpet will sound, and we will feel again that thrill of triumph. Yet only a few minutes later we will act out the passion story, and the emotional tone will turn savage and dark, as it will at later moments in Holy Week, and we will feel again the dismay, the bewilderment, even the outrage, that this mighty story, and its echoes in our own experience, call up from our hearts.


The hard thing for us was the hard thing for Mary and Martha: to believe Jesus’ superbly confident assurance – “I am the resurrection and the life” – and also to be honest about the anguish that death and other expressions of evil bring into our lives. Jesus’ own anguished tears, his cry of outraged grief, at Lazarus’ tomb, are a form of permission given: if the one who is himself the resurrection and the life can give way to such strong feeling, so can we. The experience of profound and even outraged grief is not a cancellation of belief, but an aspect of belief. Of this we will be reminded as the coming Holy Week unfolds, as we meditate not just on Jesus’ traversing the valley from triumph to anguish and back again to triumph, but also as we meditate on our own experience, and that of our friends, not to mention the experience of the troubled world.


Emily Dickinson, that idiosyncratic soul, wrote the greatest number of her private poems in an intense heat during her early thirties, when she and her family suffered a number of death-related griefs, and also when the nation was plunged into an unforseeably vast, unprecedented, and thus unimaginable torrent of violence and death. More soldiers died – 620,000 – in the War Between the States than in all other wars from the Revolution through the Korean War put together. If the same proportion of deaths occurred in our present population, it would be a total of six million fatalities. That is leaving to one side an estimated additional 50,000 civilian deaths. Rarely does Dickinson refer to this horror explicitly, but the indirect references are constant and they range over a wide emotional spectrum, and find expression long after the end of the war. Once she said something that bears on the complex nature of our reactions to death, and on our belief in Jesus’ rising and our own. She said, “We both believe and disbelieve a hundred times and Hour, which keeps Believing nimble.”


The experience of Martha and Mary, Jesus’ own experience, our experience as we meditate our way through the Holy Week liturgies, is full of that oscillation between belief and disbelief, as our lives are. We are under no obligation to conceal this complexity from God, from Jesus, or from each other. This turmoil, this back-and-forth between belief and disbelief, is part of what it means to be human, to know that we must die, to come to grips with the deaths of others, people we love and people we don’t even know. The hopeful note in Dickinson’s cryptic and humorous statement is the reference to Belief as nimble: lively, energetic, unquenchable, resurgent.


That hope is vivid in John’s gospel, here in the story of Lazarus’ being raised from death, and especially of course in Jesus’ own immediately subsequent trauma. By the time John’s gospel was written down, as much as sixty or seventy years after Jesus’ death and rising, the community of Jesus’ followers had had many occasions of wondering, as Mary and Martha wonder in this story, where Jesus was, why he had not come to their rescue in some more concrete way than he had. Their troubles had been many, and since his rising, Jesus’ promised return had been long delayed. Generations of new believers had been born and had died.


We celebrate the nimbleness of their belief, informed by the power of Jesus’ rising, present to them as to us in the Holy Spirit’s work in the community. We are to each other more often than we realize the lifeline between disbelief and belief: our love and concern, our taking each other seriously, our reaching out to a suffering world – these are the signs of Jesus’ risen life in a broken, death-haunted world. Like the priest and poet John Donne, we remember Jesus’ confidence at Lazarus’ tomb, and we may say: “Death be not proud, though some have called thee/ Mighty and dreadful . . . . One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally,/ And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die.”

