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“Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from 

dying?”

Seems like a good question. It sure seems like the answer should be “Yes.”

Mary and Martha think so. “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 

have died.”

They are devastated by the loss. They live with their brother; they love their 

brother. And there's also the financial aspect. Women with financial and social 

independence are not unknown in the Gospels, but it’s also possible that Lazarus, as 

their brother, was the keeper of the family wealth and that with his untimely death, Mary

and Martha may be in for hard times.

Mary and Martha share the common Jewish belief of their time: that at the end of 

days, the time of judgment, the dead will rise again in a general resurrection. In the 

meantime, however, their brother is gone. The idea of a soul, distinct from and separable

from the body, doing its own in thing in the afterlife, was a Greek idea but not present in

Jewish belief. They did believe that the deceased lingered in some manner for three 
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days, but this is the fourth day: all hope is gone, and the rank odour of the corpse 

announces that decay has set in and death's victory is final.

But Martha in particular does not seem entirely hopeless: “even now I know that 

God will give you whatever you ask of him.” The coming of the Messiah heralded the 

end times: release for the prisoners, restoration of sight to the blind, and the resurrection

of the dead. “I know he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” If, as she says,

Jesus is the Messiah, then might this be that day?  Might Jesus begin this general 

resurrection with her brother? Could she can have her brother back?

Jesus answers, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even 

though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

Even though they die, they will live? Mary and Martha would like to believe that 

death is not the end, but what exactly is Jesus saying, here?

We would like to know, also. We would like to believe, also, that death is not the 

end for our loved ones, that they linger close in some manner, that they are not entirely 

gone from us.

Unlike those first-century Jews, our Christianity is more deeply influenced by the 

Greek idea of a soul. The Greeks do not have a monopoly on the idea of a soul or some 

sort of persistence of the dead beyond death. All across the northern hemisphere, as 

October fades into November, people have noted the falling of the leaves, the chilling of 
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the air, the turning of the seasons. Many cultures feel the spirits of the departed lingering

close at these threshold times, as the approaching sleep and death of the natural world 

mirrors the crossing over of the departed from life into death.

The Roman Catholics distinguish between All Saints Day, which celebrates those 

who are known to reside with God in Heaven, and All Souls Day. All Souls Day is for 

those who sins are believed to hold them back from Heaven; those who are first purified 

for a time in Purgatory. Roman Catholics therefore believe in a connection between the 

living and the dead: prayers and special services can be performed for the dead to speed 

their souls on.

There's something comforting in the idea that our friends and parents and spouses 

live on in some form. But in addition to being All Saints - slash - All Souls, this is also 

Reformation Sunday (or would be if we had more space at the top of the bulletin). One 

of the slogans of the Reformation was ad fontes: "back to the sources!" Our source is the

Bible. Is there a good Biblical reason to subscribe to this idea, either expressed as 

Purgatory or something else?

Yes, there is. Let's go back to our reading.

“Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from 

dying?”

Yes.
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So why didn't he?

Friends, I don't know the answer.

But I know this: it's true to my experience of God.

God doesn't prevent bad things from happening. God doesn't prevent us from 

getting sick. God doesn't prevent us from dying. But God does show up when things are 

at their bleakest, when all hope has died. God resurrects our hope; God transforms our 

hope.

This is what is happening when Jesus speaks to Martha: he gently redirects her 

hope to something greater. Not renewed bodily life for one man, but a resurrection for 

all who believe. Resurrection is not just about bodily restoration; it is about a new and 

different kind of life.1 The resurrected Jesus could be in many places at once; his 

presence brought peace and understanding of the Good News where before there was 

fear and confusion. This resurrection, this new life, is based on belief in the central 

message of John's Gospel: that God in Christ loves the world like Jesus loved Lazarus 

and is as present to the world as Jesus is to Mary, Martha and Lazarus.

God isn't just the Father, remote on a throne somewhere; God isn't just the 

Lawgiver, judging our mistakes; God isn't just a distinterested Creator, who did six days 

of work and then washed his hands of the matter. God lives and breathes in the world; 

1 Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew: The Gospel and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus (New York: HarperCollins, 
2006), 58.

4



Sermon for October 31, 2021 Tim Bowman

the world lives and breathes in God! God laughs and cries in Jesus, a human being. Jesus

is a human being. And so human beings can be like Jesus. The Good News is that Jesus 

is not one-of-a-kind, because God lives and breathes, laughs and cries in all of us!

And so, yes! I believe that those we loved and love are still with us. We are, each 

of us, all of us, loved not only by God but loved in God! If God is present in and through

us as we live, why should we expect that to change when we die? If I live in God, and 

God is eternal, then surely I too am eternal.  If my mother lives in God, and God is as 

present to me as my breath, then surely my mother is as present to me as my breath.

Friends, this is life. This is life, even though I may die. Can my body die? Yes. 

Can my hope die, if I have this hope? No. What is death, if this hope lives in me?

"Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have stopped this man from 

dying?"

Yes. He did. For he opens our eyes to the life that transcends death.
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