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Grief is real. We often like to pretend that it is not, or at least that it should not impact us as it 
does. We would like to package it up or put on the calendar or set it on a shelf and take it down 
only when it’s convenient, but grief does not work that way. I remember speaking to someone a 
long time ago whose spouse was dying. There was grief thick in the air. We were breathing it in 
and breathing it out even as this person said to me -- about their spouse’s earthly departure -- that 
they knew it was time, they knew it was merciful at this point, and they knew that they would see 
their spouse again. Still, it was grief that said more -- a deep sadness, despair, like a Valley of 
Dry Bones where we look around and all we can see is death; all we can see is hopelessness. 
 
There was a time when grief visited Bethany, the village of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. They 
were well-off folks. They had worked hard, invested wisely, and business had gone well. They 
were generous, too. Giving to support the work of this Jesus who seemed to carry with him 
God’s love. They knew that death was part of life. They knew that people of lesser means often 
died young but now they found one of their loved ones was sick and getting sicker. Grief moved 
into Bethany like fog that “comes in on little cat feet.”  They woke up one morning and there it 1

was and it wouldn’t move on this time. Lazarus dies. He dies at home, surrounded by his sisters. 
There is no funeral home to call. No ambulance to send for. They care for his body, wrap him in 
cloth, gather for his burial, lay him in a tomb, and then they go home. They go home and sit 
down to stare at the furniture, an empty sofa, an empty chair, an empty bedroom. They hear the 
silence like never before, even while weeping. And they breathe grief in and they breathe it out. 
 
By the time that Jesus arrives -- coming with his entourage of disciples to a home that he knows 
well, to people whom he loves -- there is anger and frustration in their grief. They’ve seen him 
touch the blind to give them sight. They’ve seen him reach a hand out to the lame so they can 
walk again. Where was Jesus this time? What can he do now that there’s not a life left for him to 
heal? How are they to go on as if nothing happened? Someone is missing in their lives. When 
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she could not wait for him to arrive. She went out and met 
him on the road outside of town. Martha had been thinking about what she would say when she 
saw him. She had a plan but what came out was, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would 
not have died….’ Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ Martha responded to Jesus, ‘I 
know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.’ Jesus said to Martha, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.’” 

1 Carl Sandburg, “Fog,” poetryfoundation.org/poems/45032/fog-56d2245d7b36c. 
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Jesus sent for Mary who it is said was the more contemplative of the sisters. She had to be sent 
for and now she came to meet the Teacher with her own entourage, not of disciples but of 
mourners. They were thinking the same thing as the sisters. “Could not this man who opened the 
eyes of the blind have kept his friend from dying?” When Mary saw Jesus she knew exactly what 
to say to him. It sounds the same, but it was different. She knelt at his feet, weeping, and said, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
 
What happens next, I think, is the most typical and beautiful way that grace works. God seeks us 
out, takes on our humanity with unparalleled commitment. In Christ, we see God not just living 
among us but entering into our pain, our grief. And so our text says today, “When Jesus saw 
Mary weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit 
and deeply moved.” And upon coming to Lazarus’ grave, Jesus wept. This is God with us in all 
the “swift and varied changes of the world,” but then we are not left there. Grace offers us a 
pathway we have never seen before in all our searching. Lazarus is brought back from the dead. 
He is not given a second chance at life as much as a different life altogether. This is true for 
Mary and Martha, also. The fog of their grief is as dark as a tomb and so Christ calls them out of 
it, burning off that fog with resurrection light. 
 
We cannot help but hear this story differently because we, unlike our friends in Bethany, are on 
the other side of resurrection. We know what Jesus means by “I am the resurrection and the life.” 
We have already entered the Kingdom of God because in baptism we have this experience like 
what Lazarus went through. Christ first joined us in our death and now we join with him in his 
and we are raised with him to resurrection life in baptism. We are given this different life 
altogether.  
 
You’ll recall, I opened talking about a conversation I once had with someone whose spouse was 
dying, when grief was thick in the air. Well, after that person died, in the wee hours of the 
morning, the conversation between the surviving spouse and I turned to baptism, which was of 
great comfort to this widow. We don’t believe eternal life begins when we die; we believe it 
begins when we are baptized. Because now we know that not only death has been defeated but 
even that hangover from death that we call grief cannot not rule in our hearts as it does for those 
who have no hope. “I am the resurrection and I am the life,” says Jesus. “I am the resurrection 
and I am the life.” Amen. 
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