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November 1, 2015 

Revelation 21:1-6a 

John 11:32-44    How to Deal with Death 

 

Death is never easy. Most of us know it. We know death is painful and 

sad. Dealing with the loss of a loved one is not easy. Even when you 

have faith. Even when you believe in God. It’s true today on All Saints 

Day as we think about our loved ones who have died with a mix of hope 

and sorrow. And it was true back then in Jesus’ time as we see in our 

scripture reading from the gospel of John. In our story today Lazarus has 

just died and it is not easy for anyone involved. Jesus has come too late 

to do anything for Lazarus. Lazarus’ sister, Mary, is weeping 

uncontrollably. His other sister, Martha, is detached and angry. All of his 

friends are grieving loudly. The whole scene makes you want to cry. 

And it makes Jesus cry too. When death comes in all its painful, raw 

emptiness, it is not easy; even when you are Jesus, and even when you 

have all the faith in the world. 

Death is probably one of the hardest parts of life. Because it is so final 

and so definitive. It is the end. It’s the end of your time with your loved 

one. It is the end of your relationship with them. It is the end of that 
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person being with you in this life. Death is the end. And we know it will 

be the end for all of us. No matter how much we ignore it or avoid it, we 

know it is true. Death is the end for us. 

Death is the end, but Jesus tells us that death is not THE end. Jesus show 

us today that there is more. There is more to life and more to us. And 

more to our story. Death does not have the last word. Jesus does. Death 

does not have the final say about us. Jesus does. Death is not THE end. 

Still death is not easy, even when you believe all of that. Even when you 

have that faith. We are still caught between hope and sorrow. So today, 

on All Saints Day when we remember all the saints, all of our loved 

ones, who have died, we take a clue from Jesus about how to deal with 

death. He shows us how people of faith can have faith even in the face 

of it. In our story from the Gospel of John, he does three important 

things. First, Jesus weeps. Second, Jesus remains silent. Third, Jesus 

speaks; rather he shouts: ‘Lazarus come out!’ Because the final word 

belongs to Jesus, not death. 

In our story today, when Jesus arrives at the house of Mary and Martha 

and Lazarus, he finds quite a scene. Though he probably suspected. He 
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probably knew what was waiting for him when he got there. Lazarus had 

been sick. And Mary and Martha had sent word to Jesus. They had told 

him that he should come right away. Lazarus was very ill and Jesus 

should come quickly. They were Jesus’ good friends after all. The 

gospel says that Jesus loved Martha and Mary and Lazarus. But Jesus 

did not come quickly. He did not drop everything to come. He did not 

hustle over to the friends he loved. Jesus waited for two days before 

going. He said it was so that his disciples would see and believe. And 

maybe Jesus thought that this would strengthen their faith. That this 

would simply be a teachable moment. But I wonder. I wonder when he 

saw the faces of Mary and Martha. When he heard their sobs and the 

cries of grief from the neighbors and friends. I wonder if he was 

prepared for the pain he would face and the hurt he would feel. I wonder 

if he reconsidered all that. Because the first thing Jesus does when he 

comes face to face with death is he weeps. 

Jesus weeps. When Jesus encounters death, he cries. For the sake of 

Lazarus. For Mary and Martha. Maybe even for himself. Jesus weeps. 

He is not stoic or unemotional. Jesus is upset by the loss of this friend. 
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And that means for us, that it’s OK to be upset by death too. It’s OK for 

us to weep. It’s OK for others to weep. It’s OK for us as a church to 

weep with those who weep. In fact, we should, because Jesus does. But, 

how often are we told that that’s OK? How often are we told, rather, that 

people of faith shouldn’t weep? We shouldn’t be upset about death. We 

shouldn’t be sad. We shouldn’t miss our loved ones when they die. And 

if we do, then we aren’t being faithful. Because death isn’t that bad. 

Death isn’t that hard. Death means they are in a better place. It means 

they are with the angels. Death means they’re a flower in God’s garden. 

Or one of the other garbage-y platitudes people tell you, so that you will 

stop being sad in front of them. The truth is, is that death IS sad. And it’s 

difficult and it’s painful. 

Once I went to a funeral for a friend who had died suddenly in his early 

forties of a cardiac arrest. His parents and his brothers were devastated. 

His friends, all of us, were in shock. But the preacher at the funeral told 

us that we shouldn’t feel sad. We shouldn’t feel shocked or upset. We 

should have faith. And that meant that we should feel happy and 

peaceful and grateful because he had gone home to God. Now, I know 
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the preacher had good intentions. I know he was just trying to offer hope 

in a horrible situation. But the message that you shouldn’t feel sad, that 

you shouldn’t grieve, that’s not Jesus’ message today. Today, Jesus is 

upset by death. He is very upset. He weeps. It says, Jesus was greatly 

disturbed and deeply moved. Now the Greek words here are really 

interesting. The word for ‘greatly disturbed’ is a frustrated kind of word; 

a word that verges on rage or anger, particularly anger about injustice. 

And the next word, deeply moved, has to do with being stirred up 

internally. It’s a word often connected with fear or terror. And it might 

be closer to our word ‘gut-wrenching’. So death makes Jesus weep; he is 

disturbed and moved. He is angry and gut-wrenched. In other words, 

Jesus is all torn up inside. So much for that stoic, placid Jesus that we’ve 

all heard about. This Jesus is upset. And he is upset about death. And if 

Jesus can get upset. If Jesus can be emotional and angry and sad. If 

Jesus, our faithful Jesus, can feel that way, then so can we. Death makes 

Jesus sorrow. Because it makes God sorrow too.  

When Jesus experiences the death of Lazarus, the first thing he does, is 

he weeps. And the second thing he does, is he is silent about why. 
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Everyone there wants to know why Lazarus died. All the family and 

friends who have gathered around Mary and Martha, they all have their 

theories. They think he died because Jesus loved him so much. Or, he 

died because Jesus didn’t love him enough. He died because Jesus didn’t 

use his power correctly. If only Jesus had gotten there sooner. If only 

Jesus had done something. If only. If only. If only. 

When someone we love dies, the ‘if only’s’ take over in our heads. If 

only they had taken those tests sooner. If only the doctors had been 

better. If only the hospital had done more. If only we had done more. If 

only God had done more. If only. If only. We ‘if only’ ourselves and 

everyone around us. Including God. She was too good. He was too 

young. I wasn’t ready. Why did this happen? It’s not fair. Death isn’t 

fair. 

All of these thoughts are so difficult. And so many of us have them. And 

do you know how Jesus responds to us? Do you know how Jesus 

responds to the ‘if only’s? Jesus has no answers. Jesus is silent in our 

story. He has no arguments to lay out. He has no reasons to offer. Jesus 

is silent about why Lazarus died. And why he let it happen. And why 
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God let it happen. Jesus has no answers. And so, neither do we. When 

the ‘if only’s’ and the ‘why’s’ come up, and they will, we as people of 

faith, do not have answers. We don’t know why. We don’t know the 

complex mysteries of life and death. We don’t know what luck or 

chance or genetics or natural consequences or what any of the thousand, 

thousand things are that got us here OR the thousand, thousand things 

that will happen afterward because of it. For us, for people of faith, this 

is beyond our knowing or our understanding. We can only be silent and 

admit that we do not know why. All we can say, all we can point to is 

that Jesus never leaves us alone with our questions. He didn’t leave 

Mary and Martha. He didn’t leave those weeping with them. He didn’t 

leave because they had criticisms and complaints for God. Jesus didn’t 

leave them and he doesn’t leave us. He never leaves us to face death 

alone.  

Jesus is silent about why death happens. And he weeps with us in our 

sorrow. And after those things, the third thing Jesus does, is he speaks. 

Or rather, he shouts. Because death does not get the last word. Jesus 

does. Lazarus is dead, they tell him. Lazarus has been in that tomb for 
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three days, they say. Lazarus is decaying and he is going to be smelly 

now, don’t go near the grave, they say. Dead is dead, they say. And 

that’s the final word. But this is Jesus, the Word of God, standing there 

among them. It was Jesus, the Word, who spoke in the beginning and the 

world came into being. God said, Let there be light. And there was light 

in the darkness. Let there be life. And there was life in there had been no 

life. God created with a Word in the beginning. And now, in the end, in 

death, he is there with the final word.  

Jesus speaks, because Jesus gets the last word. Death does not get the 

last word. The world does not get the last word. We don’t get the last 

word about resurrection and eternal life. It’s not the words of Mary or 

Martha. None of Lazarus’ friends know the words that will give him life 

again. Lazarus’ own words will not bring him back to life. Only Jesus’ 

Word. And all that they can do and all that we can do is trust that. That’s 

what faith is. Trusting Jesus, not ourselves. And when Jesus speaks, we 

listen. Take away the stone, he says. Move the stone from the grave. 

Never mind that Lazarus is dead. Never mind that he might smell. Never 

mind that all of this might contaminate us with unclean germs. Never 
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mind that you know the dead stay dead. And that hopeless is hopeless 

and the end is the end. Move the stone.  

That’s what faith is. It’s believing the Word of Jesus. It’s not us and our 

magic words. It’s not us and our phenomenal worship. It’s not us saying 

the right prayer formula. It’s not us trying to be God in the world. It’s us 

listening to Jesus and having faith in him. It’s us doing what Jesus says 

and moving the stones away from the graves out there. It’s moving the 

stones, the barriers, the prejudices, the reluctance in our own hearts. 

Moving the stone of indifference and the belief that this is all there is to 

life. Moving the stone because we believe there is more. There is a 

chance. There is a hope, that this is not the way things have to be. That 

we don’t have to be alone. We don’t have to be shut up in our tombs of 

failure or regret. This is not the end of our story. Death does not have the 

last word. 

That’s what faith is. Just move the stone. And let Jesus do the rest. Just 

move the stone and let Jesus speak what needs to be spoken. What needs 

to be shouted: ‘Lazarus, come out!’ Let Jesus shout the words: ‘Father, 

forgive them for they know not what they do!’ Let Jesus shout the 
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words: ‘Into your hands, O Lord, I commit my spirit!’ Let Jesus shout 

the words: “I am the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end.” 

Let Jesus have the last word. Because the Word of God will have the 

final say. And death will be no more. And mourning and crying and pain 

will be no more. 

Death is not easy. Even when we have faith. But Jesus is here to weep 

with those who weep. To be silent with us about the ‘why’s’ and the ‘if 

only’s’ that we can’t explain. Jesus is with us, asking us to moves the 

stone away from the graves. So that he may speak. So that he may shout 

for resurrection. And have the last word. Because we believe that the 

final say is his. For us and for all the faithful who have gone on before 

us. Our Savior Jesus had the final word. “Come out, Lazarus! Rise! Let 

there be life! Behold, I am making all things new.” 


