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Lent 5A - 3/9/08

St. David’s

The Rev. Steve Keplinger

Out of the depths have I called to you, O LORD; LORD, I am pleading with you, I

am begging you, hear my voice, Amen.

It was Jean’s and my second Sunday in Page.  And behold, there

appeared before us three glorious young girls, their golden locks 

draping their shoulders and their eyes full of hope and promise. 

Suddenly, Jean had a Sunday school class.  In one of the great moments

of the Holy Spirit in this parish, I suddenly had an inspiration at

Communion.  I invited the three little ones up on the altar with me.  With

tears streaking down the congregation’s faces, everything changed in a

moment at St. David’s.  We had been dry bones, lying in the

considerable red dust of Page.  But suddenly, those bones, those dry

bones came back to life, growing so quickly that today we find

ourselves here, waiting patiently for a new sanctuary after outgrowing

our old.

Little did we know at that moment, the common thread that would

run through the lives of those three girls.  Two of them are still here

with us.  You know them as Adrienne and Catlin Gossard.  The third has
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moved in body to Wyoming, but is still with us here in spirit everyday. 

Her name is Nicolle Davenport.

It would be Nicolle who would first take on the theological

conundrum of today’s Gospel.  Later, Adrienne and Catlin would be

forced to confront the same issue.  We’re pretty brave here at St.

David’s when it comes to tackling the most difficult theological 

questions of our time.  But if you think we are fearless, you should

spend a few days in our Sunday school.  As Jean will tell you, your

children pull no punches.  And so it was when Nicolle heard today’s

Gospel.  Without pausing a moment, she immediately responded that

this whole story of raising Lazarus was a big lie.  “That didn’t happen,”

she told Jean and all the kids gathered.  Nicolle’s reaction was not only

understandable, but made absolute sense.  You see, her parents had

both been killed in an automobile accident the year before we arrived. 

“If this story was true,” Nicolle then added, “Jesus would have brought

back my parents.”  She then articulated her anger with an even deeper

theological point.  “What kind of a God,” she said, “would bring Lazarus

back to life and not my parents?”  Indeed.  

What Nicolle articulated at such an early age is the same question
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that most of us eventually ask as adults.  With what we know about

natural processes now, how are we supposed to believe this stuff?  The

danger of miracle stories in our so called enlightened age is that to

believe them, we must understand God as a divine being who chooses

to break the laws of nature to make them happen.  It is not difficult to

believe in a supreme being who has the power to do whatever God

wants.  But if we choose to believe that God does such things, then we

are forced to ask Nicolle’s question.  Why would God choose to do it for

someone else and not us?  If God goes around raising people from the

dead, then why not our loved one?  Are we not good enough?  Did we do

something wrong?  Why must we suffer?  

If is for this very reason that most folk in today’s age of reason

respond just like Nicolle.  It’s all a big lie.  The whole thing is a scam. 

And if the Bible is a scam, then religion is a scam.  Therefore, any

rational minded person rejects religion out of hand.  That’s why the

majority of people in the western world never go to church.  And it is

also why the majority of people in today’s world live lives of quiet

desperation.  With no connection to a divine entity of any type, life

becomes meaningless and empty, full of fear and anxiety especially
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around the issues dealing with failure and death. 

So what then are we, as Christians, to make of this story that has

caused so many to reject faith all together?  What do we tell Adrienne

and Catlin, who like Nicolle, had to face head on the death of their own

father?  What do we tell the rest of the world who have walked away

from religion because this story suggests to them that it is all a giant

hoax?

It seems to me that a good place to begin is with the realization

that it has only been in relative recent history that today’s Gospel has

caused a faith crisis for so many.  Before the 17  century, virtually noth

one abandoned the idea of God because of this Gospel.  In fact, the

story of the raising of Lazarus was as powerful and life changing a story

as any in all of the Bible.  Why did it suddenly go from deepening

people’s faith to taking it away?  I believe the answer lies in

perspective.  When we  hear this story, it all but impossible to not focus

on resuscitation of a dead guy as the miracle.  But before the scientific

age began, that was not the miracle that happens today.  It took no

suspension of belief to accept the notion that a healer raised Lazarus. 

It was generally understood that things like this occurred. 
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Resuscitation happened.

Before the age of reason, the focus on today’s story was not that a

dead guy came back to life.  After all, Lazarus went on to die.  It is all

about realization of something much more important.  It is not that Mary

and Martha’s brother is raised.  That event is just the vehicle that gets

us to the punch line.  The miracle is that now Martha and Mary

understand the Jesus message, that though they will all die, they will

live.  Today’s Gospel is not about resuscitation.  It is about resurrection. 

It is about the resurrection that Christ offers to all of us.  When we

realize what it is Jesus is saying today, it changes everything, not just

for the time after our death, but for the time here and now.  

When we, like Martha and Mary, understand what Jesus is saying

to us today, what we are given is a way to deal with the death of our

loved ones, with the pain and anxiety that we must all face in this

world, with our own death.  By showing us that resurrection happens,

what Jesus does for us today is take away our fear.  This, in turn, takes

away our anxiousness and our anxiety.  What Jesus gives us today is

the gift of life, not only in the future but right now.  Today’s miracle is all

about learning how to stop fearing death and start living life.



6

The statement that Mary and Martha make to Jesus is basically

the same one that Nicolle made to the Sunday School.  “Lord, if you had

been here, my brother would not have died.”  It is the same sentiment

heard in today’s Psalm.  It is also what we all say.  God, oh God, if only

you had been here with me, you could have saved my husband, my

father, my loved one.  You could have taken the pain away from me.”  

That’s what we all say, but what today’s Gospel says is that we

are all wrong.  If we are looking for God to take away our heartache, we

have missed the central miracle of today’s Gospel.  Jesus does not take

away Martha and Mary’s pain.  To make sure we do not miss this point,

the author of the Fourth Gospel makes sure we understand that Jesus

does not immediately leave for Bethany when he learns of his friend’s

peril.  He waits and Martha and Mary suffer tremendously.

So if Christ does not take away our pain, what in the world does

he do?  “He weeps.”  He cries with Mary and Martha in their anguish and

deepest pain.  He commiserates with them.  Then, he does something

else.   He takes away their fear, telling Martha that even though her

brother will die, he will live, and never really die.  Once we accept this

profound message of Jesus, we will always be able to move from pain to
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resurrection.

Of course, this is also a profoundly counter cultural message in

today’s society.  We are told to avoid pain at all costs.  We are told that

we can and should always live in happiness.  We are told that every day

is supposed to be Easter and Christmas.  That’s why another segment of

society does show up in church, but only on those two days.  But Jesus

says it doesn’t work that way.  If we are going to understand

resurrection, if we are going to be freed from fear and anxiety, we need

to experience Passion Sunday and Good Friday.  We need to accept the

pain of loss and suffering so that we can live into resurrection and stop

living in fear forever.

This is what today’s Gospel offers us.  This is the answer that we

give to Nicolle, Adrienne, Catlin and ourselves.  This is what your

children hear in our Sunday School.  It is also, as far as I am concerned,

the key to life and the way each of learns to live in hope, no matter

what happens to us.  If we understand how God operates in our lives,

resurrection happens.

No one knows that better than our Jewish sisters and brothers. 

Ezekiel’s famous vision of the valley of the dry bones takes us back to
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the Babylonian captivity, when the people of Israel had lost all hope. 

They understood their defeat at the hands of that giant empire as a

defeat of their own God.  It was not just they who had been defeated,

but Yahweh.  Babylon’s god, Marduk, had proven to be stronger.  The

only strategy that made any sense was to be absorbed into the

Babylonian culture, to give up their obviously flawed and worthless

religious structure and to accept the gods of the mighty power that

swallowed them up.  Their situation was not unlike the indigenous

people of this country when they too were told that they must lose their

own God and assimilate into the religion of Western Europe.

But what our Jewish ancestors learned is what Martha and Mary

learned.  Their God did not abandon them.  Yahweh has Ezekiel tell the

scattered bones of Israel that he remains with them in the midst of their

intense pain and suffering.  With that, the vision of Ezekiel turned to

hope and hope became anticipation and anticipation turned into reality.  

The story of the dry bones reminds us of something else about

resurrection.  It’s not just about what happens to us after death.  It is

just as importantly about our lives in the here and now.  The scattered

tribe of Israel was able to go home.  Their temple was rebuilt.  The
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gigantic empire that swallowed them up, fell some 50 years later and

the dry bones of a nation were enfleshed and lived again.

It seems that every generation since the Babylonian captivity,

Jews, including Jewish Christians, have faced one catastrophe after

another.  But from today’s stories of the dry bones coming back to life

and the never ending life that Jesus suggests to Mary and Martha that

we can all have, Jewish and Christian people have been given the gift of

non-anxiousness.  We know we have nothing to fear because

resurrection happens.  We can begin to handle the death of our spouse,

our dad, our closest friend.  The key for us is that God keeps coming

back to give us new life, even after death.

It is from today’s lessons that Jews and Christians are given the

strength to live in hope and fearlessness, even after unspeakable

events like the holocaust.  No matter how desperate our situation

seems, we know that it is never too late for God.  Our God just keeps

coming back to us, putting us back together, bone by bone, sinew by

sinew, soul by soul.    

It is also today’s readings that gave strength to a beaten and

battered collection of people in Page, Arizona.  They never gave up on
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God, despite the fact that they lost each and every one of their priests

with one tragedy after another, despite the fact that their diocese had

left them for dead, despite the fact that their bones were scattered

amongst the tumbleweeds of a broken down building on Lake Powell

Boulevard.

This is what we tell Adrienne and Catlin and Judy in the midst of

their pain.  This is what we tell each other when we believe that God

has abandoned us.  You are living proof that Ezekiel’s vision and today’s

Gospel cannot possibly be lies.  They are, in fact, the truest things I

have ever heard.  We are building literal concrete proof of them right

now.

When we hear the true miracle in today’s Gospel, we can live a life

without fear, a life where we refuse to be intimidated.  In addition to

that, we realize that for our God, it is never too late, even if we have

been given up for dead by everyone.   We also learn of a God who weeps

with us, a God who feels what we feel.  Finally, if all that was not

enough, we learn of a Christ who loves Lazarus, Martha, Mary and all of

us so much that he returns to Bethany, even though he knows that by

so doing he is walking into his own death trap.  In the verse that follows
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today’s Gospel, the plot to kill Jesus begins.  What he effectively does is

trade his own life for the life of his dear friend.  That, of course, is the

Christ we profess.  The story of Lazarus is the story of Jesus and the

story of us.

That, my fellow St. David piles of bones, is all we will need to get

us through the distress of Holy Week.  By traveling through the

difficulties of the journey ahead together, like we always have, we will

experience an Easter joy beyond belief and lead us to a life where we

are never intimidated again.  There is no one I would rather take that

journey with than all of you.  Amen.    
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