
John 11   Much Needed Catharsis   March 22, 2026 

In the early weeks of Lent, we spent three Sundays in a row in the book of Psalms, 

and if you know anything about the Psalms, know this – they contains every human 

emotion you can think of. The psalmists praise God, of course. We studied Psalm 95 that 

began with 2 Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; let us make a joyful noise to 

him with songs of praise!” And there are psalms that express doubt. Psalms that ask for 

help, and psalms that speak to deep sorrow. Psalm 6 says, "I am worn out from my 

groaning. All night long I flood my bed with weeping and drench my couch with tears". 

Psalm 55 says, “Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me". And of 

course, famously, Jesus quotes Psalm 22 from the cross itself, “My God, my God, why have 

you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from my cries of anguish?"  

What I have learned over the course of many years is that God created us, all of us, 

and gave us an entire range of emotions. And Jesus, in his humanness, exhibits all the 

emotions like joy and fear and anger and love. But it took me a while to learn that we should 

not be ashamed or hesitant to express all of our emotions. Because I grew up believing that 

we should not complain about anything because others had it worse. I grew up believing 

that if we expressed anger or doubt or frustration or discontent in any way, then we were 

arrogant and ungrateful because, by comparison, we really did have it better than most. 

And besides, God has a plan for us, so even if things aren’t going well right now, it’s all for a 

reason, so stop complaining.  

So, I stuƯed my feelings in a box. I said I was fine when I wasn’t. I said I believed 

when I didn’t. I said I was at peace when I wasn’t. Because I thought that anything less than 

happy was faithless. 

And, of course, you can write the ending of that story. That’s a recipe for disaster. 

When I was just a young kid, I thought I greatly disappointed God, and I lived with that fear 

for years, when finally, in my junior year of high school, I broke down and told someone I 

barely knew that I wasn’t sure that God even loved me.  



And that person said, “Do you pray to God?” “Yes,” I answered. “Sure.” “But have you 

asked God directly?” she asked. “Have you talked to God about this?” And my answer was 

no. I had prayed with lists - for people, places, things. I had thanked God for x, y, and z but I 

had never had the courage to specifically ask God if God loved me, because I was afraid the 

answer would be no. So, I just didn’t ask. I had all that doubt and fear locked up inside me, 

and let me tell you, it’s not healthy. That night was a night of catharsis for me. And I’ve never 

been the same. 

 Now, I’ve realized this week that catharsis is a ten-dollar word that not many people 

know, so step one is to explain catharsis to you. Aristotle came up with it, and Sigmund 

Freud really made a lot out of it. Catharsis is the process of releasing strong or repressed 

emotions. It’s the moment when the dam bursts, when the tears fall, when the shameful 

secret is revealed, or the honest truth finally comes out. We all need to do this from time to 

time. We need healthy ways to release emotions, otherwise, it builds up inside of us and 

then we snap at people who don’t deserve it over things that really weren’t that big a deal. 

You know what I mean? 

Gregg Levoy writes in Psychology Today, “Step one of catharsis is feeling what you 

feel. [Being aware that you’re carrying strong or pent up emotion inside of you.] Step two is 

finding a way to release it . . . And the tools for blowing oƯ steam in a healthy . . . fashion are 

legion. Pour out your [heart] to a friend, listen to music that captures how you're feeling, go 

for a run or play an explosive game of [pickleball], journal about it, stomp around your 

house making fiery speeches about the indignity of it all, write one of those ferocious 

letters you're not supposed to send, sweat your emotions at a gym, or angry-clean 

something.” Anybody ever angry cleaned? Look out! I have a pillow on my couch that says 

“Harmony, Tranquility, Serenity.” You know what I want to do to that pillow sometimes?  

 There are better examples out there for healthy catharsis. Many examples are found 

in John chapter 11. It seems to me that every single character in today’s story is having big 

feelings, and they’re doing a great job of expressing them. 



 First, you have to look at the big picture. Today is March 22nd. We’re one week from 

Palm Sunday, eleven days from Maundy Thursday, fourteen days from Easter. It’s almost 

the same time frame for Jesus, give or take a few days. He’s fully aware of the calendar, and 

he knows that the religious authorities are more and more threatened by his popularity and 

message. So, in the first verses of the chapter, when he receives a message from his dear 

friends Martha and Mary that asks him to come because their brother Lazarus is sick, he 

realizes that he is nearing the end of his own life and a trip to Bethany puts him on the 

outskirts of Jerusalem.  

 He delays his trip, and that is a significant detail. He waits two days to journey 

toward Bethany, and he knows that Lazarus has died already. And as Jesus approaches 

Bethany, we read that Martha comes out to meet him. This is noteworthy, because in other 

stories, Martha is the one who is working away in the house, feeding guests, cleaning, etc. 

She is the one who criticizes her sister for just wanting to be near Jesus, but this time, it’s 

Martha who drops what she’s doing to go be with Jesus. 

She approaches him, and, according to John’s gospel, her first words are, “Lord, if 

you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  

I cannot emphasize this enough. This statement is a shining example of what it 

means to have a great relationship with Jesus Christ. This is evidence of healthy catharsis. 

Martha is comfortable enough with Jesus to be honest with him. The polite thing to do, the 

thing I would be more inclined to do, would have been to greet him, bring him a beverage, 

and make small talk about his journey. To be the gracious host and thank him for 

responding to her letter, though it is too late to heal her brother.  

But no. She doesn’t suppress her feelings. She doesn’t swallow her grief and 

frustration and tell herself that of course he had bigger things to do. She doesn’t hide her 

feelings. She unloads her feelings. She experiences much needed catharsis. 

 



And Jesus doesn’t scold her. He respects Martha’s grief and frustration. He 

mysteriously says that her brother will live again, and she thinks he’s talking about a 

spiritual resurrection. She reiterates her belief that Jesus is the Messiah, despite her 

brother’s death. 

Then, Martha goes back to her home and speaks to her sister Mary. For some 

reason, Jesus does not follow Martha home. So, then Mary comes out, and it says, “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.”  

She says the same thing as Martha. Same frustrated grief. Down on her knees in 

sorrow. Any of us who have lost someone – particularly someone younger who had not 

lived a long and satisfied life – could be Mary in this moment. Even the crowd who came 

along with Mary say out loud, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have 

kept this man from dying?” 

It’s a universal question. We ask it just as the crowds did back then. “Why do some 

people get cured but not others? Why does Jesus heal just a handful? I believe. I pray. I give. 

And yet, Jesus, you chose to delay your trip to see Lazarus by two days? Despite his sisters’ 

letter to come? Why!?” 

Scripture says, “33 When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who came with her 

also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.” Some translations say 

he was perturbed. He was troubled. He groaned. He was terribly upset. Distressed. Some 

translations say he was even angry.  

Now, I don’t think he was angry at Martha and Mary for suggesting that he failed 

them by not coming earlier. I don’t think that at all. I think that at this moment, Jesus was 

feeling all the feels. A chapter earlier, the authorities were ready to stone him. They had 

picked up the stones. A chapter before that, he had healed a man who had been blind from 

birth, and then he found out that the man was thrown out of the synagogue for witnessing 

to his own healing. A chapter before that, they tried to stone a woman in his presence and 

then in another scene they try to stone him, too. John’s gospel has a lot of rage in it.  



You have to be pretty intensely angry to want to throw rocks at someone’s head. And 

the victim can be pretty angry about the injustice, too! 

I think Jesus did have anger. Righteous anger. And I think Jesus did have sorrow. 

Anticipatory sorrow as he looked ahead to Jerusalem at what he was going to face. And I 

think Jesus loved deeply. Very, very deeply. I think love is the most powerful emotion. And, if 

we return to our story in John 11, it says, when Jesus saw the tomb where Lazarus was laid, 

and saw Mary weeping, and the others weeping, he too wept. Not shed some tears. Not 

cried. Wept.  

And there’s something else that I need to explain to you. The scripture says that a 

crowd of people had come to comfort Mary and Martha. Some from Jerusalem, some from 

Bethany. And when Mary went out to find Jesus, they followed her, thinking that she was 

going to the tomb, but there’s more to it than just that. In ancient Rome, and Egypt, and 

China, and England, and India and ancient Israel and even here in America, there are 

professional mourners. People who are paid to grieve. Sometimes they are paid to be there 

to enhance the person’s reputation. “Oh my, look how many people have come to grieve for 

him.” Sometimes they are there to lead emotionally – to set the tone by crying out loud or 

leading in moments of song – in modern times, a Jazz band in New Orleans will lead a 

family to the cemetery playing mournful songs. Their leadership, by example, can help the 

biological family members release what is pent up inside them, reminding us all that grief is 

not shameful but true evidence of love. 

There are several examples in scripture of professional mourners. They are called 

mekonenot in Hebrew. In the book of Jeremiah it says, “Consider and call for the mourning 

women, (the mekonenot) that they may come; and send for the wailing women, that they 

may come! Let them make haste and take up a wailing for us, that our eyes may shed tears 

and our eyelids flow with water.’" 

  

 



This crowd of people likely included mekonenot who followed Mary when she left 

the house because they thought it was time to go to the tomb and grieve there. And their 

grieving was not just performative. It was rooted in their own pain. Just as someone on 

screen can make themselves cry by thinking of something sad that has happened to them 

in their own past. Their tears were real, even if they were thinking about their own tragedy at 

the tomb of Lazarus. Jesus saw their pain, too. 

 We all need to weep from time to time. For some of us, it’s buried down deep. For 

others, it’s right there at the surface. And it’s absolutely normal to grieve things from the 

past even though years have passed. 

 So, in the midst of the disciples and Mary and the crowd of strangers, Jesus wept. 

When I was a child, I was taught that this is the shortest verse in the Bible. The King James 

Version anyway. And it means so much. It means Jesus loved Lazarus deeply. He loved 

Mary and Martha deeply. He felt their pain. He hurt for the whole world. He was angry at the 

religious authorities who did not show love to him or to the people, and he was less than an 

hour’s walk from the gates of Jerusalem, where he would soon enter for the last time and 

reveal how much sacrificial love could bear. 

 Jesus wept. Even though he knew that he could call Lazarus out of the grave. He 

wept even though he knew in just a few moments, Mary and Martha would embrace their 

brother again. Even though he knew he would be resurrected and have the last laugh over 

death itself. Still, he wept.  

And this moment, I believe, is essentially important to Jesus. Because if you don’t 

have moments of catharsis. If you don’t let some emotion out every now and then, then the 

emotion builds up inside of you. So, this weeping - this emotional catharsis and all the 

other intentional emotional preparation Jesus did before this moment – from retreating to 

mountaintops to pray, and conversing with Moses and Elijah, and explaining to his disciples 

what is to come . . . all of the healthy emotional work Jesus did made him the calmest 

person in every scene that is to come. From the parade into Jerusalem to the Last Supper, 

the Garden of Gethsemane, the arrest, the trials, the torture, the crucifixion, all of it.  



If Jesus had not wept in Bethany, if he had not retreated to pray, if he had not been 

communicating to God and to the disciples what was about to happen, if he had not had 

that time in the garden itself, he might have lashed out. He might have fought back. He 

might have argued his own defense, and then, the story would have been completely 

diƯerent.     

 It’s not always easy to be honest about our feelings, to God or to our loved ones. It’s 

not always easy to ugly cry in public. It’s not a fun treat to explore repressed memories with 

a trusted professional, but we’re better oƯ for it. Mary and Martha both spoke honestly to 

Jesus, expressed their hurt and grief. And the crowd wept. And Jesus wept. Everyone in our 

story today needed a cathartic moment as much as we do. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Take O Take Me prayer: Holy God, You know the places where we feel helpless, the stones 
we cannot roll away, the griefs we carry quietly, and the cries we are afraid to speak aloud. 

Forgive us when we pretend to be stronger than we are. Forgive us when we hide our 
emotions from you and from each other. Call us out again into your light and give us 
freedom and confidence to be fully honest with You.  
Amen. 

 

Holy God, you want us to come to you just as we are — not the versions we wish we 

were, not the versions we try to present in public — but our real, complicated, beautiful, 

aching selves. 

So we bring you everything. Our gratitude and our grief. Our confidence and our 

confusion. Our joy that bubbles up and our sorrow that sits heavy. Our hope that feels 

bright and our fear that manifests in headaches, tight muscles, and short tempers. 

Take it all, O God. Hold what is tender. Steady what is trembling. Bless what is 

growing. Heal what is hurting. And where we don’t even have words, meet us in the silence. 

Today we take a moment to tell you how we really feel. Like Martha and Mary, we 

come to you with our anger, frustration, and disappointment.  

Like the psalmist, we name our fears and anxieties.  

Like the teenage version of your pastor, we ask, “do you even love me?” 

Like Jesus on the cross, we cry, “why have you forsaken me?” 

And we also lift to you the people on our hearts and minds today who we are 

concerned about. 

As we rise from this moment, teach us to trust that you walk with us — not only 

when we feel strong and faithful, but also when we feel lost, weary, or unsure. Shape our 

hearts to be honest before you and gentle with one another, so that our lives may reflect 

your grace in all its depth and truth. We pray in the name of your son, our Lord, who lived 

and wept and loved us all, and taught us to pray together saying, “Our Father” 



 

 

At Bible study on Wednesday, one participant shared a story from several years ago. 

At a church Bible study, she had admitted that, for years, she had been holding back her 

feelings about losing two family members in a short span of time. One day, she snapped at 

God, and she felt terrible about it. That same church member shared that our own Joyce 

Stahl replied, “Don’t feel bad. God was just happy to hear from you!” 

That permission that Joyce Stahl gave to the other church member gave her such a 

sense of relief. Imagine that she’s telling you the same thing. Don’t feel bad. God is just 

happy to hear from you! There’s nothing you can say or do that would make God stop loving 

you, so don’t hold back. Let it out! You’ll feel better. Amen.  

 

 

  

Catharsis comes in many forms. We all have our go-tos. Crying is a form of 

catharsis. Venting feelings is another good form of catharsis. Exercise is great. Hitting a 

pillow is harmless. Breaking things, pitching a fit, hitting a wall . . . these are unhealthy 

forms of catharsis. Several years ago “rage rooms” became a thing. They’re places where 

you can go and pay to break things – take a sledgehammer to a car, throw pottery, hammer 

things into oblivion. These rooms actually are psychologically harmful because if you start 

normalizing violent behavior and finding pleasure in it, it can spill over into your normal life. 

You could wind up turning your dining room into a rage room in your own home, and nobody 

needs that because while it might temporarily feel good, it doesn’t resolve the source of the 

emotion. 

 

 



Gregg Levoy in Psychology Today says, “Healthy catharsis is part of gaining the 

closure people seek around not just old wounds, but breakups, job losses, health crises, 

the death of a loved one, even just a social slight—the kind of release that allows you to 

Move On. But though strong emotions are fine, and we have a great capacity for holding and 

managing them, over the long haul they're better out than in. And the way out is through. 

Thus the benefits of catharsis require that you actually feel your buried emotions, not just 

vent them. You might argue that you’re definitely feeling anger while you’re venting it, but 

what about the sorrow that’s below it? And the vulnerability that’s below that? And the love 

that’s below that? 

Ironically, getting closure requires opening-up, though there’s an even chance that doing so 

will make you feel worse before it makes you feel better. Before it kicks in, catharsis will 

immerse you in whatever disturbing emotions have accompanied your troubles 

and traumas. And closure is more a verb than a noun. And it can’t be forced, as hungry as 

you might be for emotional eƯiciency, to turn lemons into lemonade, or forget your troubles 

altogether. 

 

 

 

 Some of us wear our emotions on our sleeves. We have no poker face. We have no 

filter and tell even strangers how we’re feeling. Others of us are more stoic. Everything stays 

inside. We are the same on the outside, no matter how we’re feeling on the inside. People 

need us to be steady, so we’re steady. We’re fine – even though we’re not fine, but what else 

are you supposed to say when you’re passing by and they say, “Hey! How are you?” You 

can’t exactly say, “I’m a boiling pot of tears and fears and my stomach is somewhere 

between all I want is chocolate and I’m going to be sick, and I can’t sleep but all I want to 

do is stay in bed.” Instead, you say, “I’m fine. How are you?” 



Or have you ever been upset about something but you bottle it up and then it comes 

out in a completely diƯerent scenario? Spouses, have you ever snapped at your loved one, 

or your kids, when you know that you were really more upset about work than what they 

did?  

Sometimes it feels like we have an internal dam inside of us. For the most part, we 

can let the emotions flow, but when we let them get pent up, it can be detrimental.  

And it’s even more true when it comes to our relationship with God. Growing up, I 

was taught to respect authority, never complain, never question. That was true for adults 

and for God. I was taught that the prophet Job in the Bible was a godly man because even 

after he lost his wealth and his children and his health, he didn’t question God. He 

accepted all the loss and when his wife tells him to curse God, he refuses.  

But there’s this myth that we can’t express our anger, fear, despair, and doubt to 

God. That we have to just trust in a greater plan and remain totally chill while the world falls 

apart around us.  

 

So often we credit Mary with having the passionate faith that compelled her to sit at 

Jesus’ feet while Martha was doing the practical work of hosting and serving. We need to 

note here that Martha is the first to meet Jesus. The first to leave her home and express 

herself to him. I wonder what that might mean.   

 

 

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister 

Martha. 3 So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4 But when 

Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather, it is for God’s glory, so 

that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” 5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha 



and her sister and Lazarus, 6 after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days 

longer in the place where he was. 

7 Then after this he said to the disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” 8 The disciples 

said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there 

again?”  14 Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead . . . let us go to him.”  

17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four 

days. 18 Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19 and many of the Jews 

had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. 20 When Martha heard 

that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. 21 Martha said to 

Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But even now I know 

that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise 

again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last 

day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even 

though they die, will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you 

believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of 

God, the one coming into the world.” 

28 When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary and told her 

privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 29 And when she heard it, she got up 

quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come to the village but was still at the 

place where Martha had met him. 31 The Jews who were with her in the house consoling her 

saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was 

going to the tomb to weep there. 32 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.” 33 When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he 

was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 34 He said, “Where have you laid him?” 

They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Jesus began to weep. 36 So the Jews said, “See 

how he loved him!” 37 But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the 

blind man have kept this man from dying?” 



38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone 

was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” And Jesus looked upward and 

[prayed to God.]  43 When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come 

out!” 44 The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth and his face 

wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.” 

45 Many of the Jews, therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did 

believed in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had 

done. [and they debated what to do] So from that day on they planned to put him to death.” 

 

 

We all need to let it out. We need to literally get up from where we are and go meet 

Jesus and ask the most painful question – “Why?” We need to say what’s on our hearts – “If 

you had come when I called for you, the one I love would still be here.” We need to say, “You 

are the Messiah. I know you and you know me. You’ve been a guest in my home. So why is 

my heart broken? I thought you would use your healing power.” 

 

 

God is big enough to hear all that we might have to say. God does not expect us to 

censor our own prayers. God would rather be in the kind of relationship where we can say 

exactly what’s on our mind than in the kind where we hold back out of fear or respect.  

The first thing I need to do today is to define what one of the words in my sermon 

title is. The word is catharsis. 

 

 



Two days later, he tells his disciples that he needs to go to Bethany. He waits two 

days to head their way. And the response from the disciples is, “Um . . . the last time we 

were there, they tried to stone you! Why are we going back so soon?” And that’s when Jesus 

reveals that he knows that Lazarus had died. Sometime between Mary and Martha sending 

the message and that day, Lazarus has died, and Thomas says, “Let us also go, that we may 

die with him.” 

Now, I confess I don’t fully understand what Thomas meant when he said that, but I 

know enough to know that words like that are filled with tension and anxiety and energy. 

Jesus has been telling the disciples several times over that he will suƯer and die. They know 

that there is tension between Jesus and the authorities, and they feel vulnerable. John the 

Baptist has died. Now Lazarus has died. Jesus’ life is threatened. And it appears that the 

disciples are nervous. But that’s the last we hear of the disciples in this story. They’re 

background characters from this point on. 

 


