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5th Sunday in Lent 
March 29, 2020 

Text:  John 11:1-45 
Theme:  Hope overcomes despair so that we might live.  

 I am now complying with the county order to stay home for the next 30 days to help 

stop the spread of the coronavirus.  That means I am not out and about in the synod, traveling 

on the weekends to our congregations to preach and meet with folks on Sundays.  And that 

means I have more time at home on the weekends so (I’ll go ahead and confess this), I’ve been 

vegging out a bit on different Netflix and other TV shows.  There are lots of choices out there 

but one series I have not chosen to watch is the show The Walking Dead.  I have heard of it but 

really didn’t know what it was about.  So I looked it up.  Based on the comic book series written 

by Robert Kirkman, this gritty drama portrays life in the months and years that follow a zombie 

apocalypse. A group of survivors travel in search of safety and security, constantly on the move 

in search of a secure home. But the pressure each day to stay alive sends many in the group to 

the deepest depths of human cruelty, and they soon discover that the overwhelming fear of the 

survivors can be more deadly than the zombies walking among them. At times, the 

interpersonal conflicts present a greater threat to their continuing survival than the walkers that 

roam the country.  

 Apparently this is a popular show because the first episode aired in October 2010 and 

ten years later it is on its 10th season.   But to be honest I just don’t think I would find this show 

entertaining, particularly right now.  Even though it is fictional (there is no zombie apocalypse; 

this is not the end of the world) I just don’t need to watch a show focused on fear and threats, 

on human cruelty and anxiety about feeling safe and secure.  What I need is reassurance.  I 

need hope.  We are in the midst of a public health crisis, a pandemic, and the best ways to 

ensure the safety of our neighbors is to stay home for at least the next 30 days which is 

challenging.  Kids not able to go to school.  Families not able to gather for celebrations or even 

for funerals.  Many people unable to go to work or get a paycheck because businesses have 

closed.  And people of faith unable to gather in churches to worship together and share 

communion.  It is hard not to feel anxious and even scared about how long this will last and the 
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impact it will have on our economy, not to mention the incredible number of people who are ill 

and who have died.  

 So when I was reading and studying our gospel for today, I was struck by the first line 

from the resource Sundays and Seasons.  Hope overcomes despair for God’s people:  that is the 

message of today’s Scripture.  Yes, hope does overcome despair so that we might live.  And that 

is the theme of my sermon today – hope overcomes despair so that we might live. 

 Let’s start talking about hope by acknowledging the despair.  Our gospel reading begins 

by telling us that a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany.  Lazarus was so ill that his sisters 

were worried and scared enough to send for Jesus.  They needed help because they were afraid 

their brother was going to die.  And he did.  Lazarus died.  Jesus didn’t make it in time and 

Martha was upset and angry about that.  “If you have been here my brother would not have 

died.”  And so the community came together to console Martha and Mary upon the death of 

their brother.  They were in despair.  Someone they loved had died, dead and buried in a tomb 

for four days.  Even Jesus acknowledged and experienced this despair – when Jesus saw the 

weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved . . . Jesus began to weep or 

literally “Jesus wept.”   

 I’ve always thought it was strange that most people know this verse because it is the 

shortest verse in the Bible.  But for me this short verse reveals so much about who Jesus is – the 

one who came to dwell among us, who took on our human flesh, who shares our humanity, our 

despair and our tears.  Mary, who knew Jesus was there and calling for her, still wept.  Jesus, 

who is the resurrection and life, still wept.  Hope does not mean our despair, our tears, our 

anxiety, our fear magically disappear.  Rather hope enables us to move through the despair. 

 I subscribe to the daily meditation from Richard Rohr.  In his meditation on Wednesday 

he quoted Brian McLaren who wrote, Whether we are dealing with anxieties, wounds, 

disappointments, or other needs or struggles, there is enormous power in simple, strong words – 

the words by which we name our pain and then translate it into a request to God.  Help is the 

door into this vital practice of petition, through which we expand beyond our own capacities 

and resources to God’s . . .   Did you hear that – naming our pain, being honest about our pain, 

and taking that pain to God in our request for help.  He goes on to write:  the sacred connection 
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can grow stronger through, not in spite of our anxieties . . . The compassionate one is our 

gracious friend, and we don’t have to earn anything, deserve anything, achieve anything or 

merit anything to bring our needs to God.  

 That is a description of hope.  We have hope not because we aren’t anxious anymore, 

not because we have confidence in our own abilities, not because we have our heads in the 

sand – we have hope because we have God!  Hope is what God gives not what we produce 

within ourselves.  Did you notice (that is the wonderful thing about even familiar Bible stories – 

always noticing new things!) that Jesus’ own disciples didn’t believe that Jesus could “awaken” 

Lazarus.  “Let us also go, that we may die with him (Jesus).”  They expected death not life.  Even 

though Martha heard Jesus proclaim that he was the resurrection and the life and said she 

believed he was the Messiah, the Son of God, she expected death not life.  “Lord, already there 

is a stench because he has been dead four days.”  There was hope, not because of what people 

believed, but because Jesus, giving thanks to God, said, “ Lazarus, come out. ” It was because 

Jesus said, “Unbind him and let him go” that Lazarus was free to live again.  It is Jesus, God’s 

Word, that gives us hope. And that hope calls us to live. 

 Something else I noticed in our gospel reading that I hadn’t paid much attention to 

before is that Jesus didn’t just describe himself as the resurrection in response to Martha’s 

confession, “I know that Lazarus will rise in the resurrection on the last day.”  He said, “I am the 

resurrection and the life.”  Resurrection is not simply about what will happen on the last day.  It 

is about life that happens now.  We are resurrection people, who celebrate the resurrection 

every single Sunday even in the midst of Lent, and even in the midst of a pandemic, who are 

called to live now; not just be comforted and assured, not just made to feel better and more 

peaceful, but to live, live the reality of the hope of God now.  We are called to live hope. 

 In our gospel story Lazarus’ hands and feet were bound with strips of cloth and his face 

was covered with cloth.  We are often bound with fears and despair, with panic and thoughtless 

reactions (I keep asking – what is the deal with toilet paper; buying so much of it that shelves 

are empty and other can’t get any?!); even with our own selfishness (why do I have to give up 

doing what I want?).  All of those things, including our own brokenness and sin, bind our hands 

and feet so that we do not reach out to give to others, we do not stand up and speak out, we 
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do not use our voices with words of calm and kindness.  As Jesus said to Lazarus so he says to us 

“Unbind them and let them go.”  Freed from what binds us, we live as people of hope, we act as 

people of hope, and we speak as people of hope even as continue at times to cry and worry and 

face the fears of what is happening to the world around us. 

 I’m guessing that what makes The Walking Dead such a popular show is the classic story 

of people struggling and fighting against unbelievable odds and surviving.  Some of them are 

surviving, right?   I just don’t see the appeal of a show with zombies and scary stuff showing the 

strength of the human spirit.  I see that in movies like The World’s Greatest Showman starring 

Hugh Jackson. It was on television the other day.  Hugh Jackson plays P.T. Barnum who against 

all odds draws together people who society has labeled as freaks and creates a family where all 

belong, where all can let their talent shine.  Even when their building is burned to the ground 

and Barnum sees no way to rebuild, their love and commitment to one another finds a new way 

and they erect not a building but a tent for the world’s greatest show to go on in a new way.  

No zombies in this movie;  just a lot of feel good songs and dancing!  There is a picture of hope 

that leads to life!   

 In the midst of our tears and anxiety, even our despair and fears, let us experience our 

hope in the one who speaks life and calls us to life.  Let us go on with hope.  Amen  


