
 This past New Year’s Day I went over to my Mom’s. I planned to 

take down the Christmas tree and then stay to watch the Rose Bowl. I 

was looking forward to it, but when I got there I found my Mother was 

in serious pain. Her right forearm and hand were swollen and very 

painful, so she sat and watched as I un-decorated the tree and did all 

that clean-up. But when I finished it was clear that Mom’s pain was 

getting worse. We needed to get her medical attention. It was a holiday 

so we decided to go to an urgent care place. When we got there, there 

was already a long line. We sat for hours waiting our turn while Mom 

cradled her arm. It wasn’t easy watching her because she was obviously 

hurting. Finally we got in. It turned out to be gout, and you can’t do 

much but wait for it to go away. 

 This experience of walking through a medical episode with my 

Mother taught me a couple of things. First, it brought out empathy for 

my mother. Her health issues are growing and I can let that fact remain 



a vague thought in the back of my mind. That day opened my eyes to 

the reality of her daily life. 

But there was also another insight I had that day. My eyes were 

also opened to my own siblings care for Mom. Just a week before Mom 

had had to go to the emergency room at about 10:00 PM. My brother 

Scott came and stayed with her into the early hours of the next day. 

When I heard about that it made little impression on me. Now I realized 

what it cost. I didn’t like spending New Year’s Day in a waiting room, 

but my siblings had done this many times before. In fact, I am the one 

who always avoids these family duties because I’m so busy as a priest! 

And that New Year’s night I went home to my condo while my sister 

Lisa came and spent that night and the next two days at Mom’s until 

the pain had subsided enough for her to take care of herself again. And 

Lisa had done this many times before. My experience that day humbled 

me by revealing how much my siblings were doing in charity for our 

Mother compared to me. 



 When I hear this story of the raising of Lazarus I struggle with a 

part of it. After Jesus is told that His friend Lazarus is sick He tells His 

Disciples, “This illness is not to end in death, but is for the glory of God, 

that the Son of God may be gloried through it.” But then Jesus waits 

two days before setting out for Bethany, and Lazarus does die. It seems 

to be part of Jesus’ plan to let Lazarus die. Jesus says, “Lazarus has died. 

And I am glad for you that I was not there, that you may believe.”  Is 

Jesus using Lazarus’, Martha’s and Mary’s suffering for His own ends – 

to help someone else? What do we think about that? Is it fair? 

 The question of why we suffer, why God allows us to suffer, is one 

of the biggest, if not thee the biggest, question in our religion.  I don’t 

have a pat answer to that huge question, but I do think this story of 

Lazarus shines a light on how God works in our suffering. When we look 

at our own pain and suffering in life we tend to concentrate on 

ourselves, which is natural enough. We assume it’s all about us. But this 



story of the raising of Lazarus suggests our own pain is not all about us. 

It’s meant to affect others as well. 

 So I want to make two points. First point: when we suffer and ask 

why, maybe we should consider that our suffering could be challenging 

others to grow spiritually, as my Mother’s gout did me. Lazarus 

experienced the pain and fear of serious illness. His sisters had to go 

through watching their beloved brother die. What a terrible period that 

must have been for the whole family. And yet Jesus said He was glad 

Lazarus died! Why? Because He knew He was going to work through 

this death to strengthen His Disciples’ faith.  Did Lazarus, Martha, Mary 

understand that, agree to it? No. Their suffering was real. Was it worth 

it? Jesus thought so. For Him the virtues of faith, hope, and love are the 

goal. Whatever helps those grow is good. How do we react to that? 

 In our own lives right now think of the suffering. Could it be an 

occasion for others to grow in faith or love if they respond to our 

suffering as God wishes them to? Could that be one reason God 



permits our pain, for the sake of other people’s holiness? We may wish 

it were otherwise, but we are all parts of the Body of Christ. We are on 

to help one another grow towards God. We share in the cross of Jesus 

and His suffering. Next time we suffer let us not only “offer it up” for 

ourselves and our intentions, but let us pray that other people we love 

might find in our suffering a chance to grow in faith, hope and love. 

 But my second point is that, not only are we to see our own 

suffering as part of Jesus’ larger plan for other people’s salvation. But 

we are also to see other people’s suffering as part of Jesus’ spiritual 

plan for us, a call for us to respond to them with faith, hope and love. 

Here I think back to Mom’s gout and how it opened my eyes to the 

charity of my siblings. When we encounter people who are hurting, 

how do we respond? If we don’t notice and respond might we not be 

wasting that person’s suffering? Perhaps Jesus has permitted that 

person’s suffering precisely for the purpose of rocking us out of our 

own complacency. And, if we ignore it, that poor person’s suffering may 



not have the value Jesus’ was hoping it would have. By our hardness of 

heart we waste that pain Jesus permitted that person to feel.  

We are Disciples of Christ. There is no reason to assume Jesus acts 

toward us any differently than He acted toward His first Disciples. As 

with the illness and death of Lazarus, so with the suffering of each of 

us, Jesus has a plan. The suffering of other people is meant to lead us to 

prayer, and the faith prayer can bring. It is meant to teach us 

compassion -- to lead us to mercy. It is meant to open our eyes to see 

the Jesus on the cross who lives in every person. Let us not miss the 

opportunity their suffering offers us to grow. Let us not waste the 

power of their crosses. 


