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Isaiah 25:6-9; Psalm 24; - Revelation 21:1-6a; John 11:32-44 
Mary fell at Jesus’ feet and sobbed, “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”   
 

If I had been in Bethany that day, among the crowd of mourners, I might have pulled Mary aside and tried 

to speak some sense into her.  “Mary, get real!” I would have said.  “Everyone dies.  Even the people Jesus 

heals die - eventually.  It’s just the way it is.  Death and Taxes, right?  They’re the two things that are 

guaranteed in this world.  So, Mary, get a grip!  If your brother died a peaceful death without much 

suffering, you should count him lucky.” 

 

That’s one way of looking at it, and a part of me really does find such a stoical approach very compelling.  

Stoicism tells us that existence is a mixture of joy and sorrow, pleasure and suffering, life and death.  So try 

to enjoy the good times without becoming too attached to them.  That way, you won’t add to the bad 

times when they come – and they will come – you won’t make the bad times worse by feeling like you’re 

the victim of some kind of cosmic conspiracy.  You won’t make yourself and the people around you 

miserable by whining, “Why me?”   

 

Stoicism makes a lot of sense and, although there is a part of me that buys into it, still there are those 

occasional moments when I have to work really hard to maintain my stoic serenity.  During the past year, 

as the pandemic has meted out sickness and death in millions of families around the world, our own 

congregation seems to have had more than our fair share of loss and I want to cry out, “Where are you 

God?  Why aren’t you protecting your people?  Can’t you do something?”  Sometimes my heart really feels 

that way; but I do try hard to stay rational and not ask questions like that. 

 

Mary wasn’t so rational.  She let her heart get in the way of her head.  And so she threw herself on the 

ground in front of Jesus, and in between her sobs she blurted out the kind of statement I try so hard to 

suppress.  And the response she got from Jesus was not all the stoic, emotionally restrained response I 

have been talking about.  Jesus saw Mary weeping at his feet, he saw the mourners sobbing, he saw the 

grave shut like a prison… and he wept.  More than wept, he howled.  John tells us he let out a groan of 

indignation from the very depth of his being, and just in case we didn’t hear it, John tells us again.   

 

Jesus is nothing like Socrates, that ancient teacher who was a model of stoicism in the face of death.  When 

Socrates was offered the cup of poison hemlock, he took it and drank it as peacefully as if he had been 

offered a cup of Earl Grey.  But when Jesus stands at the grave of the one he loved, he wails with grief. 

 

To fully appreciate what is happening in this story, we need to go back to the very beginning of the Gospel 

of John.  In the very first sentence of the Gospel, the author states clearly that Jesus is God.  “In the 

beginning was the Word – Jesus Christ – and the Word was God.”  So that means that the one who was 

standing at the entrance to the tomb was the one who spoke light into being, the one who separated the 

https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=34678281&msgid=367984&act=4SDC&c=1589676&destination=https%3A%2F%2Fmembers.sundaysandseasons.com%2FHome%2FTextsAndResources%2F2021-11-7%2F2270%23&cf=16383&v=6e8ffa614d9455c8a53b3d7d09de305034a756f2e18ae2fc5ab84522f1da2b9f
https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=34678281&msgid=367984&act=4SDC&c=1589676&destination=https%3A%2F%2Fmembers.sundaysandseasons.com%2FHome%2FTextsAndResources%2F2021-11-7%2F2270%23&cf=16383&v=6e8ffa614d9455c8a53b3d7d09de305034a756f2e18ae2fc5ab84522f1da2b9f
https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=34678281&msgid=367984&act=4SDC&c=1589676&destination=https%3A%2F%2Fmembers.sundaysandseasons.com%2FHome%2FTextsAndResources%2F2021-11-7%2F2270%23&cf=16383&v=6e8ffa614d9455c8a53b3d7d09de305034a756f2e18ae2fc5ab84522f1da2b9f
https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=34678281&msgid=367984&act=4SDC&c=1589676&destination=https%3A%2F%2Fmembers.sundaysandseasons.com%2FHome%2FTextsAndResources%2F2021-11-7%2F2270%23&cf=16383&v=6e8ffa614d9455c8a53b3d7d09de305034a756f2e18ae2fc5ab84522f1da2b9f


waters from the dry land, the one who breathed life into the first human beings.  God, the Author of Life, 

stood at the gates of death and wept bitterly.   

 

God weeps.  That image challenges all the best wisdom that human experience has taught us. So many of 

the words we use to describe God – words like all-knowing, all-powerful – these words don’t square very 

well with the image of God weeping at the tomb of Lazarus.   

 

Part of the reason we describe God as all-knowing and all-powerful is because those are the attributes we 

look for in successful people. In 1972, Edmund Muskie lost the democratic nomination because he cried 

about a slanderous article that had been written about his family.  If we don’t like our politicians to show 

too much emotion, how much less are we willing to accept a weeping God?   

 

But that is precisely the God Jesus reveals to us.  When describing the God of Jesus, words like all-

knowing and all-powerful give way to another word: compassionate.  The God revealed to us in Jesus 

Christ is a compassionate God… a God who suffers with us.  We know that our brokenness and pain are 

felt in the very foundations of the universe.  None of us is ever alone in our sorrow.  Not the family of the 

little girl who was shot outside of the football game in Sharon Hill,  not the families of the millions of 

people who died during the pandemic, not the families and friends of our own Kathleen, Ella, Antoinette, 

Bruce, Howard, Megan, Ted, George, Gwen, and Richard.  God experiences our grief.   

 

The Gospel could have stopped there, really.  It would have been enough to know that God shares our 

joys and sorrows.  But the Gospel doesn’t stop with Jesus weeping at the tomb.  Jesus tells those standing 

near him to roll away the stone.  Martha, the pragmatist, reminds him that after four days Lazarus’ body 

will have begun to decompose.  But that doesn’t deter Jesus from his task.  After the stone is rolled away, 

Jesus shouts into the tomb, his breath chasing away the stench of death, “Lazarus, come out!”  And the 

one whom Jesus loved stands up and comes out of the cave.   

 

The God revealed to us in Jesus is a compassionate God; but even more than that: this is a God of life.  

God not only experiences our grief; God is actively working in our world to bring life out of death. 

 

Jesus said, “If you believe you will see the glory of God.”   This story tells us that there is a connection 

between belief and life.  Belief is what leads us to experience the fullness of life in God.  And the belief that 

Jesus is talking about is not the belief that happens in our brain.  It happens in our heart.  A better word 

might be hope.  Hope is essential for life.  Hope is what compels us to persevere through the brokenness, 

and the sorrow, and the death.  Hope is what prevents us from growing cynical and accepting the “Life is 

hard and then you die” approach to the universe.   

 

If you believe, you will see the glory of God.  You will see it in a congregation of people who, though 

grieving, yet continue to comfort one another in their grief.   You will see it in the forgiveness of people 

who refuse to answer evil with evil.  You will see it in the generosity of people who, though of limited 

means, share with those who are hungry.  If you believe, you will see the glory of God and because Jesus 

has triumphed over death among us, we can believe. 


