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A sermon preached by the Reverend Linda Harrison on All Saints Day, November 1, 2009
Year B – Isaiah 25.6-9; Psalm 24; Revelation 21.1-6a; John 11.32-44

The first scripture verse I ever memorized was, “Jesus wept”—that would be the translation found in the Revised Standard Version of “Jesus began to weep” from the New Revised Standard Version translation we read this morning.  I do not remember what grade this was; I do remember the poster in the Sunday school classroom to which the teacher affixed gold stars for rewarding students for memorization.  I did not get many gold stars… I did not understand the use or the value of memorizing verses; I still do not.  They are little snippets taken out of context.  During the exercise back in Sunday school, I never learned why Jesus wept; I never learned the significance of or back-story to Jesus’ weeping.  So, what did “memorizing” those two words do for my spiritual formation?  Why did it matter that Jesus shed tears?  

Why did it matter, indeed?


The text more appropriately conveys that Jesus snorted or made some noise in anger, that he was stirred up and provoked to great agitation, and then he shed tears.  What provoked him to such agitated anger?  


The assembled Jews assumed grief was the motivation for Jesus’ tears.  In John’s gospel, whenever the crowd makes an observation and assumption, it is usually erroneous and the flawed explanation often points to some greater truth beyond human understanding—so let us rule out shared grief in the death of Lazarus as reason for Jesus’ tears.  So, why did Jesus cry?  The back-story is not only useful, but it is essential here.  Let me fill in the blanks from the eleventh chapter from the gospel attributed to John.  

· Jesus states earlier in this chapter that he intends to raise Lazarus.  Jesus is clear that Lazarus will die and Jesus will raise him;

· Upon Jesus’ arrival, Martha makes a similar statement to the one we heard from Mary in the gospel selection appointed for this morning: if only Jesus had been present, their brother would not have died;

· Martha makes a powerful confession of faith and belief in Jesus on the heels of Jesus’ declaration that he is the resurrection.

We pick up the story here, where Martha tells Mary that Jesus is arriving and calling for Mary.  Mary goes out and, weeping at his feet, says, just as her sister did earlier in the story, “If only you’d been here my brother wouldn’t be dead!”  


That is when Jesus snorts in anger and becomes agitated, stirred, disquieted, and provoked to tears.  Are these tears of anger and frustration?  How many confessions of faith will it take before this bunch actually gets it?  Is Jesus sick and tired that those closest to him still do not fully understand him, or fully love and fully trust him?  Does Jesus feel death’s hold over humanity?  A hold so tight that they (we!) cannot see the new thing God is doing in their (our!) midst?  


Jesus wept.  What a very human emotional reaction to frustration and anger.  Jesus wept.  Jesus knows that death’s power remains unchecked in the world, but the Christ of God is here to tell us that the Divine is doing a new thing, and has done a new thing.  Jesus wept in love for the siblings; Jesus wept in grief over their unbelief; Jesus wept in the power, authority, and love of God.  Can’t you visualize the scene?  With tears still in his eyes, Jesus commanded, “Lazarus, come out!”  In the authority of the Godhead, death and unbelief could not continue to bind Lazarus.  Jesus knew that … the assembled people chose not to embrace that.  And, Jesus wept.  


The power, authority, and love of the Divine overcome death and unbelief: the power of Love conquers.  In the face of that power, Jesus weeps for us, as well.  Jesus, the Christ of God, weeps with us in the human condition.  


We walk a fine line here.  Death is a requirement in this life, of this earthly existence; it is the biological reality of this world.  In that, we all must accept the reality of death.  However, it is still the enemy.  A person grieving the recent death of a loved one will tell you how painful death is, how wrong and unnatural it seems.  Death breaks relationships, and that is unnatural since God created human beings to be in relationship.  


The traditional marriage vow that includes the phrase, “until death us do part”, underscores this reality.  Death ends relationship, and there are times when that end hurts beyond words.  It breaks even the strongest relationships.  

I met Susie when she was dying of cancer.  As I got to know her and her family, I heard the story of a boy and girl who met in elementary school, and who dated each other on and off throughout junior and senior high school  and even through the college years.  Something kept drawing them back into relationship with one another until finally in their mid-twenties Susie and Terry were married.  Now she was dying of cancer at 56 yrs old.  They knew they were meant to be with one another; they knew God meant for them to be together.  Death was the enemy of God’s will for Susie and Terry, the enemy of their relationship; death was the only thing that could truly keep Susie and Terry apart after all they had been through and navigated together in their lives.  Death ended the spousal relationship, ended a mother-daughter relationship, and a relationship between grandmother and grandchildren.  Death left in its wake many tears.  For years, Terry and his daughter, Katie, knew Susie was going to die from the cancer.  The rending of the familial relationships was no less easy because of foreknowledge.  Death unnaturally cut off the natural relationships of wife, mother, grandmother, sister, aunt, and friend.  Susie’s death left huge holes in many lives—unnatural and contrary to Divine will.  Death is inevitable; a reality of this life, but it is still the enemy of God’s will for our communal lives.  Death separates us from the people we love.  Death causes pain.  


Death not only breaks relationships between human beings, but it breaks an individual’s relationship with the Divine, also.  To be dead is to be nothing; death is the cessation of all, a complete and utter void.  God does not reside in nothingness, so there can be no relationship with nothingness, no relationship in death.  Death separates us from God.  The mystery is that the Divine can create out of nothingness because our God is the God of life.  Our God yearns so much to continue to be in relationship that our God exercises dominion over nothingness; the Divine exercises dominion over death, creating life out of death, re-establishing relationship.  This is the awesome, grace-filled mystery of our God.  


Death is a reality; it is not finality.  


So, weep for the reality of broken relationships and the inevitable pain that reality brings … and in joy, be consoled, knowing that Jesus weeps for lost and broken relationships, too.  Jesus weeps because death still holds sway over this life; Jesus weeps because we continue to choose death over life.  Jesus weeps with us.  No, Jesus does not weep for us—but with us.  Jesus weeps with the granddaughter who has lost her grandfather, for the man who has lost his partner, the son and daughter who have lost a parent, the friend who has lost her confidant.  Jesus weeps with us because Jesus knows loss.  Jesus, Immanuel—God with us—weeps with us.  


The Incarnation reveals a Godhead who knows intimately the human condition.  The Incarnation reveals that the Godhead does not feel pity for us, but understands our predicament; suffers with us, knowing intimately loss, pain, and separation.  The Incarnation reveals that God is doing something new, has done something new.  The Incarnation reveals that Jesus weeps because the Godhead is on our side and calls to each of us to come out of our tomb.  


The Incarnation reveals that although death is a reality, it is not finality.  The Godhead will defeat the enemy of Divine will.  Jesus’ tears point to the evidence of that promise.  


Amen.  

