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Grace to you and peace from God our creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
This is our third Sunday now of live-streamed worship here at Grace and we are now into our 
second week of the Illinois “Stay at Home” order. How are you doing with all of this? If you are 
part of the Grace community, I hope you’ll let me know, one way or another. I’m slowly trying to 
call all of you, but that will take me some time. And not everybody answers when they see a call 
from the 618 area code where I originally bought my cell phone. Send me an e-mail in the mean 
time and let me know how you are. At our house we’re doing OK at the moment, and have had the 
pleasure of having all of our children home with us for much of the past week. Marian arrived 
safely home from her Peace Corps service in Moldova a week ago on Friday, and has been 
perfecting her Bagel recipe ever since. Our son Andrew is in the middle of a move from Seattle to 
Tallahassee where he’s been offered a job. He got to us late on Monday and left early this morning. 
So the unexpected family time has been a plus for us. But behind that there are concerns for how 
everyone’s life is being upended and some anxiety about the future. I expect that is a common 
theme for most of you. We don’t yet know how this viral pandemic will play out. We don’t know 
how many people will die, and who among them might be friends or loved ones. And we don’t 
know how this will effect our lives in the long term, what it will do to our economy, our savings, 
or our livelihoods. And that, of course, is scary. Maybe more than scary. Maybe paralyzing. 
Maybe debilitating emotionally and spiritually. Maybe even leading us to give up all hope. 
 As Lent begins to wind down this Sunday we have in front of us some texts that speak 
particularly poignantly to our current situation. Or maybe it’s true to say that our current 
extraordinary circumstances are helping to clarify the anxiety and fear that are always lingering 
around the edges of our normal life even in the best of times. Whatever the case, we’re not the first 
to have had our lives disrupted, or to face deadly crises, whether communal or personal. And just 
as God has had something to say to our forebears in the faith, so God has something to say to us 
now. I want to highlight something from each of our three readings this morning in order to help 
us hear God’s word for us today. 
 Our first reading, that famous “dry bones” text from Ezekiel, was written to address a 
communal crisis of the people of Israel. They had been conquered in war by the Babylonians. The 
city of Jerusalem had been sacked, and the temple destroyed. And many of their leading citizens 
were exiled to Babylon. That exile lasted 50 years, three generations in those days – in case you 
were thinking that a couple of months confined to your own home constitutes a terrible burden. 
This was a catastrophe that struck at the very core of the Israelites’ identity, and led them to 
question their relationship to God. Were they now dead as a people? Had God abandoned them 
forever? You can understand how they might start to think so after 20, 30, or 40 years. 
 Ezekiel’s vision is a dramatic promise of God to God’s people that though things may 
seem hopeless, even if they really are no better than a field of dead and dried up bones, God has 
not given up on them, and God is able to bring them back to life as a people and a nation. What 
might this mean for us? I don’t think we can compare the United States with the people of Israel, 
as religious American have often done. I don’t think the promises to the Israelites are necessarily 
applicable to the American state. I don’t know what God intends for our country in the near or 
long term. But I do think that God’s promises to Israel apply to those who are baptized into Christ 
and called to be agents of God’s kingdom that is breaking into our world. God’s Spirit will give us 
life even in times when it seems there is no hope. 



 On, then to our Gospel, which is another long reading from John this week. And once 
again it could seem that one person’s misfortune is being use as a prop here for Jesus’ teaching 
purposes. When Jesus says that Lazarus’ illness is for the glory of God, it might give the 
impression that God sent the illness upon Lazarus to kill him so that Jesus could raise him from 
the dead. Just as with the man born blind in last week’s gospel reading, I hope that’s not what is 
going on here, and I don’t think that it is. I think that what Jesus meant was that this illness was an 
opportunity that would allow him to give glory to God and point to Jesus as God’s agent and 
presence in the world. 
 Lazarus’ death is a personal crisis for this family, and to a lesser extent for his local 
community. But it’s more that just the fact that a loved one is lost. As the male adult in this family, 
Lazarus is also the one who supports his sisters. His loss is, likely, also the loss of their livelihood. 
So of course they’re upset. Their lives are about to change, and for the worse. 
 But Lazarus is not a prop. John tells us that Jesus loved Lazarus. And yet he does not come 
running when he hears that he is mortally ill. (The sisters would not have sent for Jesus if it hadn’t 
been serious.) The point is that bad things will sometime happen even to people Jesus loves. But 
death for them is not the final word. Jesus’ raising of Lazarus is a dramatic demonstration of the 
main point that runs through John’s entire Gospel: Jesus is the source of true life, life as God has 
always intended it, and life that endures even in the face of death. That is true now right now for 
each of us, and it remains true even when we die. Keep that in mind when death touches your life, 
as it will – whether through this virus or not. 
 Finally, I want to touch quickly on that juxtaposition in our second reading from Romans 
between flesh and spirit. The term “flesh” in Paul’s writing does not mean just the physical body. 
It’s about worldly, superficial, and self-serving values and attitudes that are contrasted with divine, 
authentic, and other-serving values. It is especially important in times like these to be aware of this 
distinction, to realize that the ways of the world and the ways of God are often diametrically 
opposed to each other, and that one leads to death and the other to life. God’s work in Jesus is to 
free us from our deadly self-centeredness and to transform and reorient our lives toward God and 
one another. Stressful times like these can push us deeper into selfishness, both as individuals and 
as groups. Even the church can fall into this trap, and be more concerned about self-preservation 
than about its core mission of proclaiming and embodying the gospel of God’s selfless love in 
Jesus Christ. Just yesterday I ran across a twitter message from a well-known conservative 
Christian magazine founded, incidentally, by someone my dad was in seminary with. The message 
said, “unless religious leaders reopen the churches, they will appear to value earthly above eternal 
life.”1 I found it utterly astonishing, and half-hope it was written by a Russian troll who is working 
to further divide us in this country. By that logic we should close down our food pantry too and 
tell people that there will be pie in the sky by and by. Paul is clear, however, that the Spirit of God 
gives life to these mortal bodies on this side of the grave, so that caring for earthly life in the here 
and now is part and parcel of valuing and anticipating the life that is to come. 
 The takeaway from our readings again this week, brothers and sisters in Christ, is that God 
is at work in the world and in us right now, even in the midst of this crisis, by the power of 
Christ’s resurrection, through the Holy Spirit, to create life in the face of death, and to transform 
our lives in the here and now into the image of Christ’s selfless love. Trust that promise, beloved 
of God, above all of the other competing promises out there that lead only to death. Trust that 
promise, and the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen. 
                                                
1 https://twitter.com/firstthingsmag/status/1243690515746279426, accessed March 28, 2020, at 21:15 CDT 



 
 


