
5th SUNDAY IN LENT 
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Text: John 11:17-27 

Theme: Do You Believe? 

 

Jesus has a very special love for you.  But as for me, the silence and 

the emptiness is so great that I look and do not see, I listen and do not 

hear.  The tongue moves in prayer but does not speak.   
 

When we first heard those words it was not breaking news … it was 

shocking news.  Those words were made public ten years after her 

death but she wrote them just her three months before she received 

the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979.  Those words came from a woman 

who has been described as a pillar of compassion, a voice for the 

poor, and a modern day saint.   
 

In her acceptance speech, Mother Teresa delivered the kind of 

message the world had come to expect from this selfless beacon of 

faith: It is not enough for us to say we love God but we are to love our 

neighbor.  It was in dying on the cross that God made himself the 

hungry one, the naked one, and the homeless one.  It is Jesus’ hunger 

that we must find and alleviate because Christ is everywhere … Christ 

is in our hearts, Christ is in the poor we meet, Christ is in the smile we 

give and Christ is in the smile we receive. 
 

The words written by Mother Teresa and the ones she spoke just 

eleven weeks later were so dramatically different.  We all thought we 

knew this woman whose remarkable deeds seemed closely connected 

to her relationship with God yet as she tended to the poor and dying in 

Calcutta, her writings expressed the absence of God rather than the 

presence of God.  She described this time period in her life as one of 

dryness, darkness, loneliness, and torture.  Her public smile was a 

mask that covered her growing doubts in the existence of God. 
 

As is true for all of us who are human, it is common to question our 

faith at different times of our lives.  At an early age children ask 

logical questions as they try to understand the mysteries of the faith.     

What does God look like?   

Why do some people die before they are old?   

Why do we go to church if God is everywhere? 

When our children grow in years and knowledge, then the questions 

become more complex and become the basis for theological debates. 

Instead of asking – What does God look like? 

The question becomes – How do you know there is a God? 
 

Instead of asking – Why do some people die before they are old? 

The question becomes – How can there be a God when there is so 

much pain and suffering in the world? 
 

And we (as parents) wonder if our children will ever go to church 

on a regular basis again.  
 

It is important to know that in the midst of her doubts about the 

presence of God, Mother Teresa continued to put one foot in front of 

the other.  It is our reminder that faith is a gift that does not disappear 

just because we do not feel the presence of Christ, especially in the 

midst of so such suffering.  Sometimes the best prayer we can offer at 

times like these is to repeat the words the father spoke to Jesus when 

he wanted his son healed from a tormented spirit – 

I believe, Lord!  Help my unbelief!   
 

Last week we heard in John 9 how the blind man came to see Jesus as 

the Son of God while the Pharisees doubted that he came from God.  

And now in John 11 we see a clear example of how faith works, how 

to put one foot in front of the other even when Jesus does not come in 

time to heal our loved ones.  Lazarus is dead.  Jesus arrived four days 

too late.  And the words of Martha are not accusatory as much as they 

are fact – Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died. 
 

And then comes the statement of faith – 

But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him. 
 

Hope is the bridge that takes us from doubt to faith.  Hope means that 

even though we wish Christ would come immediately when we 

beckon him (and then fails to do so) we still believe that God will 

work good out of our situation.  Faith is not a feeling but a gift that 

must be nurtured.  If at this moment we do not believe that is okay.  

But by tending to our faith we will be given the strength to believe 

again. 
 

How many different ways can we finish Martha’s statement …  

Lord, if only you had been here?   
 



Christ tells us that our faith can be as small as a mustard seed and it 

will move mountains.  Look at the mountains that Mother Teresa 

moved.  Working through her time of desolation she drank from his 

cup and lived in and among the poorest of the poor.  Look at the 

mountains that Mary and Martha moved as they paved the way for 

Jesus to demonstrate that he is indeed the resurrection and the life.   
 

As Lutherans celebrating the 500th Anniversary of the Reformation, 

we need to recall that Mother Teresa was not the only one who had 

her doubts.  Luther went through his season of darkness as well.  In 

his own words Luther felt that God hid himself and would not allow 

himself to be found.  Luther described times when he tried to preach 

or speak about Christ and the word would freeze upon his lips.  But 

Luther was able to move from doubt to faith when he delved more 

deeply into the Word of God and when he spent more time in prayer.   
 

In our study this past week on the Lord’s Prayer, Luther describes the 

devil as the one who wants to take away or interfere with all that we 

have received from God so that we will begin to doubt.  The devil is 

not satisfied with just obstructing and overthrowing us spiritually.  He 

also prevents the establishment of any kind of peace.  He causes 

contention, murder, and war.  He sends storms and hail to destroy 

crops and homes.  It pains him that anyone should receive even a 

mouthful of bread from God.  If it were in his power he would not 

leave behind a straw in the field or a penny in the house.  He would 

not let anything good come from life. 
 

I cannot remember a time in my life when I experienced the absence 

of God but I certainly remember times when God could have made 

himself more known to me (more quickly).  I wanted visible signs that 

he was close by when I needed him the most and I wanted a clear 

message when I was trying to determine the direction in my life.  

When I only felt the silence (I did not doubt) but I was disappointed 

with myself and God.   
 

The words of Martha speak loudly today because she bares her soul in 

the first part and surrenders her spirit in the second part.  And at the 

end of the day she does believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of 

God.  And at the end of our day we too are asked by Jesus to believe 

in him even when he arrives four days too late.   
 

Let these words of Mother Teresa be the ones to give you hope.     
 

Suffering will never be completely absent from our lives.  So we do 

not need to be afraid of suffering.  Our suffering is a great means of 

love especially if we make use of it, if we offer it for peace in the 

world.   
 

Suffering in and of itself is useless, but suffering that is shared with 

the passion of Christ is a wonderful gift and a sign of love.  The 

suffering of Christ proved to be a gift, the greatest gift of love, 

because through his suffering our sins are atoned for. 
 

Suffering, pains, sorrow, humiliation, and feelings of loneliness are 

nothing but the kiss of Jesus, a sign that you have come so close that 

He can kiss you.  Remember that the passion of Christ ends always in 

the joy of the resurrection of Christ.  So when you feel in your own 

heart the suffering of Christ, remember the resurrection has to come.  

Never let anything so fill you with sorrow or doubt as to make you 

forget the joy of the risen Christ. 
 

Let this be our prayer as we enter Holy Week next Sunday. 

Amen  


