
 1 

5 Lent Yr A, 2/04/2017 
Jn 11:1-45 

Rev. Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson 
 

“The gospel of misunderstandings” 
 

Have you ever had the experience of saying one thing, and the person you 

were talking with misunderstood you, and thought you said something 

else? Communication can be complicated sometimes. You might have had 

a misunderstanding with someone, yet, in the end everything turned out 

okay, just like it did in the following story.  

   Once the Pope decided that all Jews had to leave Rome. Naturally there 

was a big uproar from the Jewish community. So the Pope made a deal. 

He would have a religious debate with a member of the Jewish 

community. If the Jew won, the Jews could stay. If the Pope won, the Jews 

would leave. 

   The Jews realized that they had no choice. They looked around for a 

champion who could defend their faith, but no one wanted to volunteer. 

It was too risky. So they finally picked an old man named Moishe who 

spent his life sweeping up after people to represent them. Being old and 

poor, he had less to lose than the rest of them. He agreed to serve as 

scapegoat but asked for one condition concerning the debate. He asked 

that it had to be done as a silent debate. The Pope agreed. 

   The day of the great debate came. Moishe and the Pope sat opposite 

one another for a full minute before the Pope raised his hand and showed 

three fingers. Moishe looked back at him and raised one finger. The pope, 

looking oddly nervous, waved his fingers in a circle around his head. 

Moishe pointed to the ground where he sat. Sweating profusely, the Pope 

pulled out a wafer and a glass of wine. Moishe pulled out an apple. The 

Pope, shaking and twitching, stood up and said, ‘I give up. This man is 

too good. The Jews can stay.’ 

   An hour later, the cardinals were all around the Pope asking him what 
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happened. The Pope said: ‘First I held up three fingers to represent the 

Trinity. He responded by holding up one finger to remind me that there 

was still one God common to both our religions. Then I waved my finger 

around me to show him, that God was all around us. He responded by 

pointing to the ground, showing that God was also right here with us. I 

pulled out the wine and the wafer to show that God absolves us from our 

sins. He pulled out an apple to remind me of original sin. He had an 

answer for everything. What could I do?’1 

   Meanwhile, the Jewish community had crowded around Moishe, amazed 

that this old, almost feeble-minded man had done what all their scholars 

had insisted was impossible! ‘What happened?’ they asked. ‘Well,’ said 

Moishe, ‘First he said to me that the Jews had three days to get out of 

here. I told him that not one of us was leaving. Then he told me that this 

whole city would be cleared of Jews. I let him know that we were staying 

right here.’ ‘And then?’ asked a woman. ‘I don’t know,’ said Moishe. ‘He 

took out his lunch and I took out mine.’ 

   This humorous story makes the point, I think, that even though there 

can be some misunderstandings in communication, things can work out 

for the better for everyone. I think that is exactly what is happening in 

today’s gospel story. The story is full of many different twists and turns 

and surprises. I call it the gospel of misunderstandings because even 

though there are misunderstandings, in the end things work out for the 

better of everyone.  

   In the opening part of today’s story, we learn that Jesus and his 

disciples have left Judea supposedly because Jesus’ life and perhaps even 

the disciples’ lives were in danger. We’re told that they get word of Jesus’ 

friend Lazarus’ sickness. Jesus, even though he was a loyal friend of 

Lazarus, Martha and Mary, chooses to stay away for a couple more days 

longer before going back to Bethany in Judea.  

   When he tells his disciples that they are going back, the disciples 
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misunderstand Jesus. They think Lazarus has only fallen asleep, what’s 

the big deal? Why go back put them all in danger, only to wake up his 

friend Lazarus from sleep? He’ll wake up eventually himself, they tell 

Jesus. Jesus says to them: ‘No, you guys misunderstand me, Lazarus is 

dead.’ Jesus then says, “Let’s go.” Thomas, the spokesperson for the 

disciples here, still misunderstanding Jesus, says: “Let us also go, that we 

may die with him.”  

   They eventually arrive; Jesus meets up with Martha and Mary. They, in 

their grief, both scorn Jesus out a bit for delaying his arrival four days 

after Lazarus’ death, when according to Jewish belief, by then for sure the 

person was dead, since the soul had left the body.  

   Jesus and Martha speak about death, resurrection and new life. Martha 

misunderstood Jesus, thinking he was talking about resurrection in the 

distant future. Jesus tells her, ‘No, Martha, I Am the Resurrection and the 

Life here and now, today.’ Martha then expressed her faith in Jesus as the 

Messiah, and wonders what he is going to do next.  

   When Martha goes back to tell her sister Mary that Jesus wants to see 

her, Mary goes, falls at his feet, and says the same thing in her grief as 

Martha—if only Jesus had been there before Lazarus died, maybe he’d 

still be alive today.  

   Then everyone gets very emotional, everyone weeps. They all have a 

good cry. Crying their eyes out for the death of poor Lazarus, just like 

you and I cry when a loved one very close to us dies. Jesus who also loved 

Lazarus wept. Here we see a Jesus in his humanity. Here we see that he 

too suffered from the death of a loved one, just like you and I.  

   After that, Jesus goes to Lazarus’ tomb and orders the entrance stone 

to be removed. At this dramatic moment in the story, everyone there 

probably thought Jesus was crazy, and losing it. So Martha, supposedly 

the voice of reason, and common sense, being the spokesperson for 

everyone there says: “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been 
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dead four days.” 

   Jesus, knowing exactly what he is doing, tells her and everyone else 

within earshot: “Have faith in me and God.” Then, after praying, Jesus 

yells out so that everyone could hear him: “Lazarus, come out!” Lo and 

behold, that’s exactly what Lazarus did! Those around him unwrapped 

the burial cloths and there was Lazarus alive, well, and free as a bird. 

   Everyone had a big party and laughed their way home, because out of 

all their misunderstandings God was able to work much good through 

Jesus. Even many of the Jews who were with Martha and Mary to comfort 

them now, after witnessing the raising of Lazarus, came to believe in 

Jesus.  

   So, as we continue to follow Jesus during this season of Lent, we rejoice 

too in how the gospel of misunderstandings works in our lives. All of 

Jesus’ sufferings and his death on the cross were and still are 

misunderstood by many. Yet for those who believe, those who have the 

gift of faith, for folks like you and I, we know better. We trust that Jesus’ 

sufferings and death are life-giving. Over and over again Jesus gives us 

new resurrection and new life. New, fresh beginnings of forgiveness and 

grace. These new resurrections and chances at new life are a foretaste of 

the future when you and I and all who believe will experience a final 

resurrection, which leads to eternal life with Jesus. Then we too, like all 

the faithful who have gone ahead of us shall see Jesus face-to-face, and 

join in the greatest family reunion of them all. Amen.   

 

1 I first heard this story many years ago, told by one of my seminary 

professors.     

 
  


