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If you’ve been joining me this week for our Facebook live-streaming of morning 

prayer, you might recall a repetitive theme within our readings: the elusiveness of 

God. This motif has been particularly evident in our reading of the Book of Exodus 

and the arduous journey of Moses and the Hebrew people from slavery into 

freedom.  

 From the very beginning of the story, when God calls Moses to lead his 

people from oppression into freedom, Moses inquires God of his identity. At first, 

God repeats to Moses the line so often repeated in other places of scripture: “I am 

the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 

Jacob.” (Exodus 3:6) Although Moses is overwhelmed to be in the presence of God 

and hides his face from God, Moses presses God to be more clear about his 

identity. It seems Moses is uncertain the Israelites and Pharaoh will believe him, so 

he asks God again to say his name. In turn, God reveals God’s self to be 

incomprehensible and speaks his name: “I am, who I am.” (Exodus 3:14)  

 Surely Moses must’ve been puzzled upon hearing the divine name of God. In 

fact, our English translation of the Hebrew text isn’t entirely accurate. I once heard 

a rabbi speak about this passage. He indicated the Hebrew would better be 

translated as “I will be what I will be.” So much for a specific, tangible description 

of God. 

 Yet that is precisely the point! We can’t fully describe God for God is more 

than anything we could ever imagine. Our Jewish brothers and sisters have 

understood this well ever since God revealed his name to Moses on the mountain. 

So holy, so other is God, that God’s very name cannot be written or spoken. In 

some Jewish communities, one can’t even write God in full, but rather print the 

word as G_d.  



 Despite God’s assurance that he will be with Moses as he leads the People of 

Israel out of the Egyptian’s captivity, Moses repeatedly is frustrated by God’s 

elusiveness, and not just in name but also in action. Over and over Pharaoh ignores 

Moses’ prophetic call to him to free God’s people. Exasperated by Pharaoh’s 

obstinance and the Hebrew people’s lamentations, and perhaps irritated that God 

entrusted him with leading the people, Moses cries out to God: “O Lord, why have 

you mistreated this people? Why did you ever send me? Since I first came to 

Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has mistreated this people, and you have done 

nothing at all to deliver your people.” (Exodus 5:22-23) 

 I am sure all of us can relate to Moses. I think we all have had times in our 

life where we feel God has abandoned and left us on our own. Perhaps you have 

cried out to God as Moses did, whether it was because of a health problem, a loss 

of a relationship, or because of some tragic event in your life. Or maybe, like me, 

you’ve felt frustrated because you’ve tried to respond to God’s call for you in life, 

only to have that call thwarted by other’s words and decisions. I am certain we can 

name dozens of reasons for why we have cried to God to give explanation for our 

suffering and pain. And if you haven’t, I imagine the COVID-19 virus and our 

period of isolation and loneliness will have caused you to ponder God’s presence 

and action in creation. 

 To be sure, God can come across as evasive and puzzling. At first glance, the 

first part of today’s gospel lesson might confirm our initial impression of God. Jesus 

appears to have hardly any emotional response to the news of Lazarus’ death. He 

isn’t even clear that Lazarus has died: “our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep.” (John 

11:11) The disciples are uncertain by what he means and force Jesus to be more 

specific, only to have Jesus plainly tell them that “Lazarus is dead.” (John 11:14) 

Moreover, when Jesus arrives in Bethany, to the house of Mary and Martha, Jesus 

seems void of any emotional response, despite his friend Martha’s lament that he 

could’ve prevented her brother’s death. In fact, his response to Martha is, as Scott 

Lewis, a Toronto-based scripture scholar, says, “must have seemed like a pious 



cliché or platitude—the sort of thing people mumble uncomfortably at funerals: 

your brother will rise again.”  1

 Up to this point in the Gospel of John, Jesus appears to be aloof. John records 

little emotion from Jesus. As Mark Stibbe notes in his survey of this passage, “the 

only human characteristic visible is Jesus’ tiredness in 4:7 (although the humanity 

of this detail is offset by Jesus’ apparent disregard for food in 4:32). In chapters 

5-10, there are no indications by the narrator of the physical or emotional nature of 

Jesus. There are no signs of tiredness or hunger, nor of joy, sadness, and other 

emotions.”  Jesus simply comes across as emotionless.  2

 Yet our initial impressions of Jesus, and likewise those of God, are challenged 

by one of the most passionate scenes of the gospels. Met by the grief and despair of 

Mary and the crowds, Jesus expresses profound anguish and sadness: 

When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and 

said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 

died.” When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also 

weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, 

“Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus 

began to weep. (John 11:32-35) 

Once again, the English translation doesn’t fully capture the meaning of the Greek 

text. The Greek for “deeply moved” indicates anger, while “troubled” denotes a 

deep emotional disturbance. Moreover, Jesus’ weeping is unlike that of the crowds’ 

weeping; his weeping is one of bursting into tears.  Furthermore, the Greek 3

emphasizes Jesus’ love for Lazarus by placing the Greek word for love at the 

beginning of the sentence “Jesus loved…” Lazarus.  The author of the text is clear 4
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that Jesus expresses his love and compassion for Lazarus from the depth of his very 

being.  

 Though our initial sense of God is that he is a being aloof and remote from 

us, the Judeo-Christian Tradition has always held the belief that our God is a 

personal God. By that we mean, God is a God who reaches out in love to his 

people and invites them to enter into relationship with him. We repeatedly hear of 

God’s invitation of love throughout the stories of the Bible. In the Garden of Eden, 

God dwells with Adam and Eve and is saddened by their rejection of him. Through 

the prophets, God warns the people of the dangerous results of their infidelity. And 

in Jesus Christ, God empties of himself and gives of his very life for the life of the 

world.     

 Unfortunately, however, God’s ways have often been misunderstood. Some 

will even assert claims that the God of the Old Testament was a revengeful, 

wrathful God, while the God of the New Testament is a loving, gentle, and 

compassionate God. Such claims are not only contrary to what the entire Bible 

teaches, but also heretical. Christians rejected these arguments as early as the 

second century.  

 Instead, the Christian community always gave witness to our experience of 

God as a God who yearns and desires to be in relationship with us. This is not to 

deny that God can seem to be distant and remote, unwilling to attend to our cries 

for help. Yet I wonder, how often do we project onto God qualities that are not of 

God? Do we reject God outright because God isn’t like Santa or the Easter Bunny, 

always granting our every wish and desire? 

 Like all relationships, we readily assume another person’s intentions or 

misinterpret what another says or doesn’t say. How often in our relationships with 

friends, family members, and spouses have we gotten into disagreements or 

arguments over our preconceived notions only to realize that we didn’t really know 

what the other was truly thinking and feeling?  



 I suspect the same is true when it comes to our relationship with God: we 

assume God’s silence is a rejection of us or that God is absent from our lives. Have 

we ever considered that maybe now is perhaps not the right time for God to act? Or 

are we unwilling to allow God the freedom to be God, and instead fashion God 

into what we want God to be? 

 Mind you, this is not to dismiss our genuine and authentic feelings of loss 

and despair, anger and rage when we feel God has not come to our aid in time of 

need. Jesus, the one who is both human and divine, the very Son of God, shows us 

the tremendous depth of God’s love for us even in our suffering.  

 Just consider our gospel lesson for today: Jesus heeded the sisters’ cries for 

help and came to their side. Although he didn’t perform his seventh and final 

miracle immediately, Jesus showed compassion for the women. Moved by their 

love, and his love for his friend, Jesus commanded Lazarus’ rising from the dead.  

 Jesus’ breathing life into Lazarus who has been long dead (emphasized by 

the line that Lazarus has been dead for “four days” — a sign that his soul has left 

his body), shows that what he is doing is an act of God. As we read in our first 

lesson today, the lesson from the Prophet Ezekiel, it is only God who gives life. The 

witnesses of the great scene in today’s gospel would’ve recognized in Jesus’ raising 

Lazarus from the dead that Jesus was not just a mere man, but God as well.  This 

story isn’t just about Jesus’ humanity, it is also about his divinity. 

 And despite the fact Lazarus is raised from the dead, this is not a resurrection 

story, but an allusion to Jesus’ resurrection and the resurrection of the dead, which 

we profess each Sunday in the Creed. If we take this text seriously, this fact is both 

comforting and disturbing. Comforting in that we are reminded — appropriately so 

during this COVID-19 crisis — that death will never have the final word, but life 

will. Disturbing, because Lazarus will still die someday and only eventually share 

in the resurrection of Jesus.  

 This latter point is important to remember and perhaps helpful to our life-

experience today. While indeed God works in our lives, healing and restoring us to 



wholeness with him, that process of healing is not a singular, instant moment in our 

life. Rather, God’s grace works throughout our life. And that, I think, is what makes 

our lives so rich in the long run. For as much as we may struggle and suffer, God’s 

grace still abounds. God will still love us and care for us, in ways more than we can 

imagine or perhaps even come to know in this life. We just may need to give God a 

little time and be open to how his grace may work within us. Amen. 

 


