John 11:1-3, 20-24, 28-37
Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2Mary
was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother
Lazarus was ill. 3So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’
20
When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at
home. 21Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have
died. 22But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.’ 23Jesus said to
her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ 24Martha said to him, ‘I know that he will rise again in the
resurrection on the last day.’
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.’ 29And when she heard it, she got up quickly and
went to him. 30Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where
Martha had met him. 31The 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. 32When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said
o 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?’
The Pain that Doesn’t Go Away
We have just concluded a two-month worship series on prayer and my hope was that there was
some change for the better in your life. I think we all need to monitor ourselves spiritually so
that we can identify improvements in our spiritual life, because I have yet to meet anyone who
has said, “I have reached my goal. I have a perfect relationship with God and with all people
and with all of creation.” Is anyone there? If you are I need to step down and let you speak,
because you have a lot of answers that the rest of us need to hear. If you haven’t reached that
level of spirituality yet, then I pray that there is something you have heard or read in that
prayer series that might change the way that you pray, and if you gained nothing from the
series and you’re not in a perfect relationship with God and humanity and all creation then at
the very least you need to spend more time in prayer. Amen? Because if you acknowledge that
your love for other human beings and all of God’s creation is not perfect, then your relationship
with God is not perfect, and the simplest way to address that issue is to go directly to God, and
you should go to God with a sense of urgency, because God cares about you and doesn’t want
you to go through life stuck in the muck.
Several years ago I handed out little cards that I’d like to offer once again that can help you
gauge your spiritual health, and I’m going to hand it out again today, but this is a new and
improved handout. I made it small so it can fit in your pocketbook or wallet. On one side I have
taken scripture for 1 Corinthians 13, Paul’s definition of love, and I’ve replaced the word “love”
with the word “I” and fixed the tense of the verb accordingly, so when you may feel particularly

challenged to love someone in a particular situation, you can take out this card and read, “I am
patient; I am kind; I am not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. I do not insist on my own
way; I am not irritable or resentful; I do not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoice in the truth. I
bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, (and) endure all things.”…I wish.
On the other side of the card I list what the Apostle Paul calls The Fruit of the Spirit, which is
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
So when that kind soul on Hylan Boulevard honks his horn, passes you and waves with his
middle finger you can say, “I feel love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and (above all) self-control.” Smile and wave back, but not with your middle finger.
This card is great to have as we enter this new worship series that we’ll call “Healing and
Wholeness.” Paul has given us these two handy-dandy scripture passages that will help us
identify where we may not be so spiritually healthy and therefore where we need some healing
in order that we might truly be whole… and I would define wholeness as being in a harmonious
relationship with God, with others, and with creation. And with a sense of wholeness there is
also a peace that covers us in all situations, a freedom from anxiety. There are some people
who think that they can find peace by getting away from people who bother them, which
means that you have to avoid those people who disturb your peace in order to keep your
peace. That’s not so easy to do; you can avoid some people, but whenever you go out in public
you stand the chance of running into someone who will upset you and take away that peace.
You almost have to build walls to keep them a safe distance away. The only way to gain true
peace is to have that peace with everyone you meet, and that takes a lot of work. Once Jesus
described the Kingdom of God as something like a mustard seed that starts small and grows
into a big weed that grows so lots of birds can build nests in its branches. The only problem is
that Jesus is telling this parable to farmers who are not particularly fond of mustard plants –
they are weeds that threaten crops – nor are farmers fond of birds - they also threaten crops. I
think Jesus is making an important point, that the Kingdom of God embraces all people, even
the weeds and the pesky birds among us. Because there is one God, who rules one kingdom
that includes all people, and it’s God’s plan to draw all people unto him, so we need to figure
out how to live in true peace and harmony with everyone, and until we do we cannot claim to
be at peace.
So throughout this series I’ll be talking about how we can be fully reconciled to God and to one
another, to be healed of the things that separate us and put enmity between us, so that we
may finally live in wholeness, as one people with one God who rules all creation. But before I
talk about what’s wrong with us I’d like to talk about what it right with us. today I want to talk
about a quality that is found in nearly all people, a quality that actually causes us to feel a lot of
pain, a pain that doesn’t go away, ever. The pain that I’m talking about is the pain we feel over
the loss of a loved one.
Of course we also feel pain when those we love are suffering, but that pain is tinged with hope,
hope that the person’s suffering will end. When I learned that Carol Plumb was terribly ill I

spent more time than I had usually spent praying for her – in the hope that she might get better
– and I spent more time with her during her last two weeks of life – because knowing how
serious her condition was I wasn’t sure how much longer I would have an opportunity to be
with her. That was a painful time for a lot of us. But the prayers for recovery ended, and the
opportunity to spend time with her ended, and now there is a void. Carol is gone from my life
for the foreseeable future. I can’t call her or hear her laugh or hear what insights she has. That
truly hurts. I was blessed to meet some of Carol’s family during her last days, and I could see
that the pain that I felt over Carol’s death was tiny compared to what her nephew John felt.
And though we’re told that “time heals all wounds,” we know that’s not the case; when
someone who you love dearly dies, the pain which is nearly unbearable at first will fade as time
passes, but the wound that you feel on account of your loss doesn’t go away over time. As long
as you remember the person you love, you will feel the pain. You don’t get over it; you just get
used to it. You can laugh and have fun and enjoy life, but you will always have that wound that
doesn’t heal.
And that permanent wound is actually a sign of spiritual health. It’s a sign of our deep love for
the person who has died. Jesus wept at the tomb of his friend Lazarus because he loved
Lazarus. Jesus cried the same way any of us would cry at the funeral of a friend. Jesus he shows
us that this pain must be something we should feel, because we are created in the image of a
loving God who most certainly feels our pain as well.
So you might ask why God allows death to occur. And without getting too theological let’s just
look at things as they are: What would happen if we kept living in these bodies. Would
everyone be able to live indefinitely, and if so, would anyone choose to die? And if no one chose
to die we would have some problems. Where do we fit everyone? How do we feed everyone?
Would we have to stop reproducing? And what kind of a world would it be if no children were
ever born into it? No, aging and death may be a good thing, despite the fact that we miss so
many people who have died, and we carry the wounds that result from the love with which we
hold them.
What helps us bear the loss of so many of our loved ones? What keeps us from being totally
grief-stricken over the death of so many people who hold a place in our broken hearts? ONLY
THE PROMISE OF GOD CAN CARRY US THROUGH A LIFE THAT WITNESSES SO MUCH PAIN AND
LOSS. Our sadness also draws us into faith in Jesus and the promise that “He will wipe every
tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these
things are gone forever” (Revelation 21:4).
My friends, this is God’s promise and our hope. We trust that God does not keep us separated
from our loved ones forever, but that as conditions here in this world – a world with violence
and disease and aging – make it impossible for us to live this life indefinitely, we place our faith
in a new life, a life in the company of so many who have gone before us.

