John 11:32-44
32When 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.’33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.34He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’35Jesus began to weep.36So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’37But some of them said, ‘Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’

Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life

38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it.39Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’ Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, ‘Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.’40Jesus said to her, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?’41So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me.42I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’43When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’44The 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.’
1. Getting mixed messages from God.
a. We read that Jesus is able to calm the storm, but we experience storms like Sandy.

b. We read in today’s Gospel how Jesus raises the dead, but we face the tragic deaths of many in our community and we have no expectation that they will be resurrected. 

c. We believe that God is near us, active in and around us, but if that is so, is God also active in the earthquakes and storms and floods that so devastate our community?
d. We are torn between love for a compassionate, healing, caring God and fear for an awesome, powerful, and dangerous God.

e. Between a God who would save us and a God who would allow us to perish.

2. We come in confusion

a. It’s no surprise that, on average, church attendance increases in times of catastrophe.

b. People need healing, but they also come with some frustration.

c. Like Mary in today’s Gospel reading: When she heard that Jesus was near, she got up quickly and went to him, and when she found him she fell at his feet in reverence, yet she says something that betrays her sense of frustration: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would still be alive.”
d. We often feel like Mary: “Lord, if…” 

3. Anger turns to denial
a. This week, in all the hustle and bustle of disaster relief I met and spoke to two gentlemen, both kind-hearted and actively helping the community, who explained to me how they lost their faith. 

i. They had each suffered painful loss, one losing his wife on 9-11 and the other losing his 13-year-old daughter to an illness. 
ii. Both of these men could not see how a loving God could take something so special away from them.

iii. One was told that God had willed this to happen, which only served to erode his faith faster. 

b. And one thing I have learned, as a pastor, as a Christian, as a disciple of Jesus: Be careful about giving simple answers to complicated questions.

i. It’s hard to understand why one person lives and another perished tragically and always too soon for those who love him or her. 
ii. In fact I would say that it is impossible to explain, 

4. God’s response: tears

a. And God seems so silent in times of catastrophe. 

i. Scholars try to explain why such bad things happen to good people at such, particularly good young people, children!

ii. But at times of personal loss and horrific pain, words are not suitable.

b. What John records in his Gospel in this situation, as Lazarus’ sister Mary weeps for his loss, is not some profound word of wisdom from our Lord
i. Not a promise of resurrection,

ii. Not an explanation, 

iii. No proclamation that this is the will of God,

iv. Because any such response would fail to express exactly how Jesus felt or what he thought.

c. Instead what is written is about how Jesus felt. 
i. He was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.
ii. And he started weeping.
iii. Nothing can convey Jesus’ humanity and God’s intimate relationship with us better than those two words: Jesus wept.
d. God does not look upon us as pawns on the chessboard of history, willingly sacrificing lives for some greater good.

e. God mourns for us, and in Jesus God mourns with us.
5. How Like Our Father

a. And of all the marvelous attributes with which our Creator has endowed us, it’s our capacity to mourn, to feel another’s pain, that is our ultimate attribute, our greatest gift. 

i. God has instilled in us such a capacity to love,

ii. Such a propensity to console one another, 

iii. To relieve one another’s pain.

b. This week a few of us went down Manhattan Street 
i. and served some hot soup to the residents and workers 
ii. who were working feverishly to clear away debris and rebuild their lives, their homes. 

iii. People were on the verge of tears.

1. As one man put it, they work on a schedule. 

a. They come out, 

b. They clean up,

c. They go back inside at the end of the day, 

d. And they cry.

2. For some, it only took a short interruption in their work and a few moments of listening for them to reach that point of crying.

iv. And we cried right along with them. 

v. We arrived with a table, two pots of soup, and some bread. We had to leave the table there because even though we had served all of our soup, so many donations came in that when we left, the table and the sidewalk around it was filled with boxes for everything imaginable. We were turning down offers to leave clothes and rerouting them to another table two blocks away.

vi. And at the end of the day one of the volunteers thanked me.

c. Thanked me why? 
i. For bringing that person into a scene of devastation?

ii. For having that person witness first hand the people whose lives had been shattered?

iii. For setting that person before such grief and sadness?

d. A chip off the old block.

i. My brothers and sisters, we have been blessed with such a capacity to love. 

ii. And we witness it everywhere these days, especially these days. 

1. How many people I saw this week who experienced no loss of life or limb.

2. Whose basements were not flooded,

3. whose family was unscathed by the storm,

4. whose roofs were not damaged by the high winds,

5. who didn’t even lose power or phone service,

6. who could have stayed in their homes, watched TV and counted their lucky stars, saying, “Boy, was I lucky.”
iii. But who instead were working themselves to exhaustion baking pizzas and delivering them to every war zone,

1. Who were patiently waiting in a line of cars for hours to get gas so they could continue to deliver food and clothes and toiletries that they bought with their savings.
2. Yesterday morning we accepted a delivery of gasoline from a group of men from Virginia who drove six hours to get here, deliver their goods, and then head home.

3. The didn’t know a soul in Staten Island, but here they were at our church.

e. What is it that causes us to say “thank you” for spending our day in the cold in the midst of devastation, sometimes crying with the victims? What is it that causes a complete stranger to travel hundreds of miles and spend thousands of dollars for people they don’t even know? We have our creator to thank for that.
6. Saints are God’s Doing.

a. Today we celebrate All Saints Sunday
b. And we name those saints, past and present, who have so touched and shaped our lives,

c. But really what we celebrate, what we honor, what we glorify is none other than God himself. 

i. A saint is merely one who best reflects the image of God, 

ii. Who most resembles the person God intends for each of us to be, 

iii. People with hearts that ache and cause us to weep, and cause us to act on behalf of others, even the strangers.

d. And in all that they do, they thank God
i. For giving them hearts that feels

ii. Eyes that cry.

iii. Hands that serve.

7. And in all they do, they see the end game.

a. They are kingdom builders.

b. They are like Isaiah or John who wrote Revelations.

i. They have a vision of a future of God’s reign

ii. And they spend their present building that future.

c. And the bright and glorious vision includes all of God’s people,

i. Past, present, and future.

ii. It includes those who have been lost in tragedy.

iii. Those who have been taken from us at a time we believe to be too early.

d. It is the a vision of hope for the future does not stem the flow of tears today.

i. Our hearts resemble the heart of our creator too much to prevent us from empathizing.
ii. We can experience other’s grief.

iii. Like Jesus, we weep.

8. But we weep knowing that a day is coming when our tears will be wiped away, when death will be no more, and when we will all sit together, one people, one God.
Dear Lord, we may never know why some perish so young, so tragically, so unexpectedly. Help us to accept that there are questions that may never be answered in our lifetime. Help us instead to strive to become the loving, caring, responding people that you desire us to be, saints, cast in your perfect image. And help us to cling forever to the promise of new life you have given us in a place where tears are no longer shed and death is swallowed up in life eternal. 
In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen
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