Essential Examples of Empathy #4

“No One Size Fits All”

John 11:17-35

“One size fits all” is a phrase that has been in use for over five decades. It is a description for a product that would fit in all instances. Of course that is rarely the case in clothing, so now you may find something that says, “one size fits most.” The saying has been extended to mean one style or procedure would fit in all related applications. That, too, is not always accurate, especially when it comes to demonstrating empathy. In the last of our essential examples of empathy, Jesus shows that no one size fits all.

Turn in your Bible to John 11. The beginning of the chapter introduces us to a brother and two sisters who were close to Jesus: Lazarus, Martha, and Mary. Lazarus became critically ill, and the sisters sent word to Jesus. Apparently Jesus was not that far from their hometown of Bethany, but He delayed His going. During that delay, Lazarus died.

Christ’s Approach to Martha

In John 11:17, Jesus arrives at Bethany. The apostle John records, “On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days.” The four days may be significant. There was a Jewish belief that the soul stays near the grave for three days, hoping to be able to return to the body. But on the fourth day when it sees decomposition setting in, it leaves it finally.
 Resurrection after the third day was unthinkable. Apparently death plus decay was more hopeless than death alone.

Verses 18-27 describe Christ’s approach to Martha:

 Bethany was less than two miles from Jerusalem, and many Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home. 

“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” 

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 

“Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.”
The event recorded in Luke 10:38–42 makes it clear that Mary and Martha were quite different in their personalities. Martha was the worker, the active one, while Mary was the contemplative one who sat at the feet of Jesus and listened to His word. Jesus did not condemn Martha’s service, but He did rebuke her for being “torn apart” by so many things. She needed to have priorities and center her activities on the things that God would approve. We would expect Martha to rush out to meet Jesus while Mary sat in the house, weeping with her friends.

In John 11:21-22, Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” In my mind’s eye, Martha’s statement is matter-of-fact. I imagine her voice is even, her facial expression a mixture of sadness and disappointment. Yet Martha’s words are an expression of faith, too: had Jesus been present her brother would not have died. Yet she still must have wondered, Why had Jesus not been there when He was needed? Martha knew when the message had been sent to him and she knew how long it had taken him to get there. But she does not say “If only you had come…” Her remark probably expresses regret rather than rebuke.

Some take her words in verse 22 to mean she anticipated that Jesus would bring her brother back from the dead. Nothing in the account supports this conclusion, though. Martha was affirming her faith in Jesus, and He responded to that faith by promising her that her brother would indeed rise again.

Martha took Jesus’ words to mean that Lazarus would rise when all the dead would rise at the final resurrection. But Jesus meant more. The “abundant life” Jesus promised earlier can be enjoyed right now. That’s because the “abundant life”—eternal, incorruptible, transforming life—is not a special kind of energy or a commodity that is somehow transferred from God to an individual. This resurrection-life is a person: Jesus.

As Leon Morris put it, “Jesus is bringing Martha a present gift, not simply the promise of a future good.”

Martha continued to express her faith in Jesus, declaring in verse 27, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.” She demonstrated remarkably mature theological understanding, even more than the Twelve!
 

This interaction has much to say to us today. Martha had a practical, logical mind. She was able to process the truth Jesus presented to her, and she responded with growing faith. In 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17, the apostle Paul shared with these young Christians the truth about their loved ones who had died. “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope,” he began in verse 13. Then he explained how the dead in Christ will rise first when He returns in the clouds. Paul concluded in verse 18, “Therefore encourage each other with these words.” That word “encourage” can also be understood as “comfort.” We can also comfort some with the truth—those who are able to process the truth.
Christ’s Approach to Mary

Not everyone is able to do that, however. This is seen in Christ’s approach to Mary, recorded in verses 28-35,

And after she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary aside. “The Teacher is here,” she said, “and is asking for you.” When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was going to the tomb to mourn there. 

When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. “Where have you laid him?” he asked. 

“Come and see, Lord,” they replied. 

Jesus wept. 

Having received comfort from Jesus’ words, Martha returns to tell her sister that Jesus had arrived and wanted to see her. “When Mary heard this” indicates an action performed without delay. Mary was quick to act on her sister’s word.
 She rushed out to see Jesus, and the other mourners followed her.

When Mary reached Jesus, she fell at his feet—indicating, perhaps, less emotional restraint than her sister displayed.
 Mary is found three times in the Gospel record, and each time she is at the feet of Jesus (Luke 10:39; John 11:32; 12:3). In Luke 10:39 she sat at His feet and listened to His word; here she fell at His feet and poured out her sorrow; and in John 12:3 she came to His feet to give Him her praise and worship.

Mary’s words, which are almost identical with those of Martha, are eloquent of a firm conviction that Jesus’ power could have saved Lazarus from death.
 It is likely that the sisters often said these words to each other as they waited for Jesus to arrive.
 Yet even though the words are virtually the same, her approach to Jesus is more emotional than that of her sister and so the interchange now follows a different line.

Verse 33 mentions Mary’s tears, making it clear that she was wailing in grief, as were the Jews who had accompanied her. The word signifies a loud weeping, a wailing. It was the habit of the day to express grief in a noisy, unrestrained fashion and this is what these mourners were doing. With a crowd of people all doing this there must have been quite a scene of confusion and sorrow.

Mary responded differently than Martha. She, too, was hurt and angry, maybe more hurt and angry in keeping with her temperament. Notice that Jesus also met Mary where she was. Grief gives birth to a host of different emotions. The Lord understands this, and He comes to us in the midst of our emotional storms today.

The sight of Mary’s grief caused Jesus deep emotion. The verb rendered, “He was deeply moved” is an unusual one. It signifies a loud inarticulate noise, like the snorting of horses. When used of people it usually denotes anger, and many scholars hold that this is the meaning here; if so, it is probably anger against death that is meant. But the word may not be so specific. It is difficult to read anger into either of the other passages where it is used of Jesus. Both times it denotes His attitude to men He healed, namely two blind men (Matt. 9:30) and a leper (Mark 1:43). Before we can accept anger as the meaning we must have some indication of the object of the anger, and so far this does not seem to be forthcoming. Why would Jesus be angry with Martha? Or Mary? Or the mourners? That Jesus would have been deeply moved at the lack of trust and the wrong attitude to death of those present is understandable. That He should be angry with people, however mistaken their ideas, who were giving expression to emotions normal at a funeral is not. John probably means no more (and no less) than that Jesus was profoundly moved.

“Jesus wept” is the shortest and yet the deepest verse in Scripture. His was a silent weeping (the Greek word is used nowhere else in the New Testament) and not the loud lamentation of the mourners. But why did He weep at all? After all, He knew that He would raise Lazarus from the dead. Our Lord’s weeping reveals the humanity of the Savior. He has entered into all of our experiences and knows how we feel. In fact, being the perfect God-Man, Jesus experienced these things in a deeper way than we do. His tears also assure us of His sympathy; He is indeed “a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3). Today, He is our merciful and faithful High Priest, and we may come to the throne of grace and find all the gracious help that we need.

Notice how different Christ’s approach to Mary compared with His approach to Martha. For Mary, He had no theological pronouncements about resurrection life, no discourse about His divine sonship. Why? Not because these things were any less true then, but because Mary was not ready to receive them. There was nothing in her heart but sorrow and tears, so He met her at the place of her grief. He wept with her.

Jesus’ response to Mary’s grief gives us great insight into the importance of authentic empathy in the face of sorrow. Jesus didn’t offer Mary a sermon on the importance of letting go. He didn’t scold her for the mixed bag of her emotions spilling over into words of blame and anger. When Jesus saw the pain in those around Him, He became moved in His spirit and troubled to the point of weeping Himself. Jesus wept even though He knew that He was about to call Lazarus from the tomb. He wept even though He knew that He would defeat death at the cross and His own empty tomb. Jesus saw their pain. He empathized with their hurt. He felt their loss on this side of eternity. And He wept with them.

The Christian’s Approach to the Mourning

Let’s conclude with the Christian’s approach to the mourning. In this passage, Martha and Mary responded to the death of their brother with the same kind of emotions any one of us would, though their expressions were very different from each other. Yet Jesus dealt tenderly with them, offering no rebuke and expressing no disappointment. He listened. He empathized. He gave them calm reassurance. His care is a marvelous pattern for us when caring for those who are grieving a loss.

Paul wrote in Romans 12:15, “Mourn with those who mourn.” We must first offer empathy from a place of authentic care. We do this by recognizing that the pain in those around us is real, even if we know it may not be rational. Pain is pain, and other people’s feelings need an empathic response. The worst thing we can do for someone in a place of pain, anger, blame, or divisiveness is tell them that their position is not justified. Instead, become like Jesus who—knowing the end from the beginning and knowing that Lazarus would live again—wept with those who wept. And in His weeping, He brought empathy at the time it was needed most.

This event in Jesus’ life proves that empathy is definitely not “one size fits all.” There is no textbook guide to handling all situations calling for empathy. Just as Jesus dealt with Martha and Mary differently, based on their personalities and their condition at the time, we must consider the other person and what they can process in the moment. Some will be able to “handle the truth,” while others may not be able to right then. That’s okay. Don’t try to force it.

Years ago Robert Browning Hamilton penned a poem entitled, “I Walked a Mile with Pleasure.” I believe these words speak to the subject of empathy:

I walked a mile with pleasure;

She chatted all the way;

But left me none the wiser

For all she had to say.

I walked a mile with sorrow;

And ne’er a word said she;

But, oh! The things I learned from her,

When sorrow walked with me.

Sometimes the best thing to say is nothing at all. Tears are a language all their own. Empathy does not need to have all the answers. Jesus had all the answers but knew when tenderness was more effective than truth.

May we be more like Jesus.
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