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A writer named Richard Carter tells the story of his first visit to the Taizé Christian 

community in France.  He and a crowd of pilgrims from around the world had gathered there to 

hear a talk from the community’s legendary founder, Brother Roger.  Because of the variety of 

languages everyone spoke, the pilgrims were issued earphones so that Brother Roger’s words 

could be translated and conveyed to each listener in real time.  At long last it was time for 

Brother Roger to speak.  In anticipation the crowd watched as he slowly walked toward the 

microphone.  “I have nothing to say,” he said, “let us keep silence, for God will speak in the 

silence much better than me.”  Carter said it was one of the shortest addresses he’d ever heard, 

but one of the few he’s always remembered.1 

 

If silence was the best way for God to communicate with the people gathered with the 

Taizé Community in France that night, what message of greatest importance is Jesus 

communicating to us through today’s Gospel lesson?  It’s a long lesson, filled with dialogue.  

And so in the 45 verses we have heard, which of those many words and phrases from Jesus best 

capture the message he wants us to hear and internalize this day? 

 

For me, the most profound lesson from Jesus in this lesson is not what he says but what 

he does.  As we read in the 35th verse, “Jesus began to weep.”  Can you picture the scene?  Jesus, 

the rough and tumble country boy from Galilee – weeping.  Jesus, the carpenter’s son, with 

hands calloused from hard labor – weeping.  Jesus, the one whose message and mere presence 

strikes terror into the local religious leaders and even the Roman Empire itself – weeping.  Jesus, 

the Son of God – the one who will defeat sin, death, and the devil – weeping.  The image of Jesus 

weeping is so vulnerable, so inviting, so raw, and so very human. 

 

But Jesus weeping at Bethany as he, Martha, and Mary mourned the death of Lazarus is 

also very confusing.  Why did Jesus weep?  Here’s what we can say for sure.  Jesus didn’t weep 

because Lazarus’s death was some sort of surprise to him.  John’s Gospel plainly indicates that 

Jesus knew Lazarus was dead even before he got to Bethany, even before he encountered the 

grieving sisters, and even before he was within sniffing distance of the stench-filled tomb.  

Second, Jesus didn’t weep because he thought he’d never see his friend Lazarus again.  He 

explicitly told the disciples and Martha that Lazarus would rise again.  Finally, Jesus didn’t weep 

because he was powerless to intervene and stop Lazarus’ death.  He intentionally delayed leaving 

for Bethany for two agonizing days.  It was within his power to arrive at a time when he could 

have done something.  So were the tears of Jesus sincere, or just some sort of act? 
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This question becomes even more uncomfortable when we consider the emotions of 

Martha and Mary.  Each of them, consumed by grief, separately confronted Jesus with the very 

same painful words: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

 

Their words might be similar to what you have been thinking or saying over the last few 

weeks as the coronavirus steadily escalated from a distant story in a remote part of the world to a 

pandemic that’s storming not just our shores but our very community.  And maybe in your fear 

and frustration you have cornered Jesus in prayer and, like Martha and Mary you have 

confronted him, saying “Lord, where are you?  If you had been here, we would not be going 

through this mess.” 

 

At some level, all of us are wondering why this pandemic has happened.  And it’s natural 

– it’s human even – to wonder if God caused this to punish us or get our attention.  To that 

question, I can merely say that God only knows.  Anyone who claims to know the mind of God 

is either a liar or a fool.  Here’s what I will say though.  In my experience, when God has wanted 

to draw me closer, God has done so not through threats or plagues or intimidation, but by love – 

unconditional, unrelenting love.  And it is that love, manifested most clearly on the cross, which 

assures me that in the midst of this crisis Jesus is also weeping for us. 

 

Yes, Jesus weeps for this entire world, not because the pandemic surprised him, not 

because he thinks it’s the end of creation, and not because it has rendered him powerless.  Jesus 

weeps now, just as he did with Martha and Mary, because he knows how scared we are, and how 

vulnerable and overwhelmed we feel.  Jesus can see the end from the beginning.  But Martha, 

Mary, and we cannot.  That’s why we weep, and it is our tears that tug at the very heartstrings of 

Jesus.  It is our tears that unleash the tears of Jesus.  There is nothing that we are feeling that he 

does not also feel through us, in us, for us, and with us.  Jesus weeps. 

 

But, friends, make no mistake.  These tears are not for show.  And these tears are more 

than mere emotion or empathy.  They are like the rain that draws new life out of a seed planted in 

the darkest, most confining hole imaginable.  You see, everything in today’s Gospel – including 

Jesus’s tears – culminated in that unforgettable scene at the end of our lesson as the resurrected 

Lazarus was carried from the tomb, with his hands, feet, and face wrapped in cloth, and Jesus 

said “Unbind him, and let him go.” 

 

In that moment, Jesus was unbinding Lazarus from more than his burial clothes.  He was 

unbinding everyone there from their doubts about the afterlife.  He was unbinding everyone there 

from their fears about what would happen when Jesus would be crucified.  And he was 

unbinding everyone there from their worries about whether Jesus could really win the ultimate 

victory over sin and death.  As Jesus unbound not just bodies but hearts, his people were 

liberated and God was glorified. 

 

Here in our time, as Jesus weeps alongside us, how might Jesus be using this moment to 

unbind us?   

 Well, if you ever thought life wouldn’t be worth living without college and 

professional sports, you’ve learned that’s just not true.  You have been unbound. 



© 2020 Rev. Scott E. Schul, all rights reserved; Page 3 

 If you ever thought that your happiness depended on the finer things in life, like 

dining out, socializing, traveling, and spending the weekend shopping, you’ve learned 

that’s just not true.  You have been unbound. 

 If you ever thought that in this fast-paced, technological world a phone call or a 

handwritten card had become a meaningless gesture, you’ve learned that’s just not 

true.  You have been unbound. 

 If you ever thought that human community and human touch didn’t matter, you’ve 

learned that’s just not true.  You have been unbound. 

 If you ever thought that there are more important things than one’s health, you’ve 

learned that’s just not true.  You have been unbound. 

 If you ever thought that the church was solely defined as a building, you’ve learned 

that’s just not true.  You have been unbound. 

 And if you ever thought that anything in this world could offer you more reassurance, 

hope, and peace than your faith in Christ, you’ve learned that’s just not true.  You 

have been unbound. 

 

Friends, as I preach to an empty room, I’m acutely aware of all we are missing right now, 

and I lament it with you.  There’s so much of this crisis that none of us truly understands.  But I 

believe that Jesus is unbinding us, and by God’s grace that unbinding will enable us to build 

something even stronger and more faithful than anything we had before.  Sometimes that will 

feel scary.  But in the midst of it all we can depend with our very lives on the eternal truth that 

Jesus loves us and will never let us go.  That is why Jesus weeps with us.  Thanks be to God.  

Amen. 
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