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Six:	 	 Suffering	 	 Lazarus, Mary and Martha

Gospel: John 11:1-45


in the Live Stream Eucharist from Limpsfield Rectory - parish office 
for Passion Sunday, the 5th Sunday of Lent, 29th March 2020 

In a time of national and global emergency precautions  
to resist the coronavirus pandemic 

As a young man I became a senior football referee, and in the 
course of that interesting and demanding hobby in a game I 
loved, I did over the years show quite a few  players yellow, and 
even some red, cards. And I had to write reports after the game 
to the County FA to explain and justify them. I think the image of 
God as a sort of football referee, dispensing discipline and the 
occasional dismissal, is quite popular. But, in the church’s year, 
the special time which begins today shows that image of God 
also to be quite wrong.

Today is Passion Sunday, beginning the two weeks of 
Passiontide which describe the events leading up to the  
crucifixion of Jesus, the Christ. Our re-membering of this saving 
work is in the heart of the Eucharist. The root of the word passion 
is in the Latin word for suffering. We are at a strange and 
unusual moment in the world, one where there is much fear and 
suffering. 

In the wonderful alchemy of the divine and human spirit, 
this fear and suffering is also in many places, including among 
our communities locally, bringing a response of generosity and 
love. These choices to give of ourselves rather than to grab for 
ourselves can turn our crosses into crowns - and not coronavirus 
crowns either, crowns of glory - but they are still crosses. 

Suffering is still among us, and we are warned that there may be 
much more to come.

The story of the death and raising of Lazarus shows us 
most clearly in John’s gospel God suffering with us in Jesus. It is 
the climax of the first half of John’s good news, the book of signs, 
before the second half, the book of glory. The first of the seven 
signs, which is John’s word for miracles, comes at the wedding 
at Cana when Jesus transforms the water into wine. The raising 
of Lazarus is the seventh and last sign, pre-figuring the 
resurrection of Jesus itself which is the cornerstone of our Easter 
faith. And in John’s story, this is where Jesus suffers, and he 
weeps. Where our English translation says Jesus is ‘greatly 
disturbed’, the original Greek has the idea of flared nostrils, of 
Jesus ‘snorting with fury’, with deep anger at the powers of evil 
that cause sickness, death and grief, as well as Jesus’ own 
crying at the death of his friend and the pain of others.

This gives us a powerful picture of a God who is not a 
distant disciplinarian, but whose love is poured out through 
Jesus, with us and among us, even to the cross and beyond. 
Personally, I couldn’t be a Christian without this transformed 
picture. Through it we can trust and hope that, whatever suffering 
we face, God walks with us through it. And as we discover what 
passion is in this sense, our hearts are made big enough to be 
compassionate to others. And like Lazarus, we are unbound from 
our fear of death. 
   As in the words of the beautiful hymn we will now sing, the 
Passion of Jesus, our Redeemer, shows us God’s mercy and the 
gift of His love. And it assures us that, when we cry, God will hear 
us and help us. That hearing and helping often does not 
immediately resolve our suffering; but it does offer us a share in 
‘the peace of God which passes all understanding’, and renew 
our trust and hope to go on, individually and together, in faith and 
love. May it be so among us in these days.              We sing:

O, most merciful! (New English Hymnal 301).


