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Isaiah 42:1-8
Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations. 2He will not cry or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; 3a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice. 4He will not grow faint or be crushed until he has established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his teaching.
5Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people upon it and spirit to those who walk in it: 6I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations,7to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness. 8I am the LORD, that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to idols.
John 11:17-37
17When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 18Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. 20When 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.” 25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 27She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 28When 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 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?”


I began my position as pastor for Youth and Their Families, at Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church on July 1. And now, after being here a grand total of 56 days, 2 hours, and about twenty-three minutes, I have been repeatedly overwhelmed with gratitude for brilliant colleagues, generous super-volunteers, and some of the kindest teenagers I have ever met.  Jenni and I have been showered with expressions of kindness and friendship. And we am so grateful to be here. 

And, that gratitude extends to the privilege I have preaching this morning and the fitting fact that I have just gotten to read what may very well be my favorite verse in the entire Bible, John 11:35 – “Jesus wept.” And it’s not my favorite just because it’s the shortest verse in the Bible (though that may have been why I loved it as a teenager). 

A few weeks ago I was given the exhausting and delightful pleasure of accompanying our teenagers to Camp Kirkwood. I learned in days 35-41 of my job, that BMPC has been taking our kids to a week of camp since the early 70s. It didn’t take me long to learn that this week is, well, kind of a big deal.  Youth, from 6th-12th grade, join in a week of community, games, worship, and what I would call a boot camp in Christian life. 

You may be thinking to yourself, 6th-12th grade… “wow, that’s an age range!” Because yes, it is. There are some major developmental differences between an 11-year-old and a 17-year-old. And still, we do it together. There is something sacred about all of us being there with each other together. Here are a few of my favorite memories from this past year:

1. Watching Katie, a rising 9th grader absolutely kill it in 9 square, while Maddie, a rising 12th grader cheers for her. 
1. Seeing Olivia fight like a champion at trashcan game while Galina helped referee 
1. Singing Let it Be by the campfire with Nina, Miles, Remy, Timothy, and at least 6 other kids
1. Laughing as Jack Stevens looked like he was literally levitating off the ground when he’s jumping up and down to Rise and Shine every morning 
1. Working with Owen as he explained all things Dungeons and Dragons, helping me create my own character for what will eventually be an epic game of pastoral staff D & D (yes, it’s happening—we can’t wait to see what kind of character Agnes will build!)
1. Listening to seniors Jack, Maddie, Jimmy, and Jill talk about their faith to the rest of the youth in the Friday night worship service designed by our youth 
1. And finally, Jack Odiorne giving me a hug when we got back to Church on Saturday and telling me to go take a nap, because, quote “I had earned it”

While we were a Camp Kirkwood, we spent every teaching session on the story of Lazarus, our text for today.  We wondered together about the story, why Jesus waited so long to come to Lazarus, what Jesus meant by the words he said, how Martha must of felt, how Mary felt, what it might have been like for Lazarus to walk out of the tomb. 

Here’s how our passage begins: “When Jesus arrived, Lazarus had been dead four days.” We enter the story in the middle. This story actually begins with onset of Lazarus illness. The scripture reads, “Jesus loved Martha, Mary and Lazarus.” And when Lazarus becomes ill, Mary and Martha send word to Jesus.  

Jesus had left Judea a while ago. It was dangerous for him and his followers in Judea. Jesus, by John 11, has already angered the religious leaders and politicians of the day. People already wanted him dead. So Jesus is a few days journey away from the house of Mary and Martha, safe away from many who desire his death. 

And yet, Mary and Martha had seen Jesus heal the sick, open the eyes of the blind. They knew that if Jesus came to Lazarus, he could heal him.  He could save their brother. So, they send for Jesus, in hopes that Jesus will return to this dangerous place for the sake of their beloved brother. 

And Jesus does not come. At least not in time.

A couple days later, though, Jesus does make the trip back to Judea. His disciples are logically confused, wondering why they would go back to Judea when it’s so risky there for Jesus…and for them!  Eventually, Jesus just tells his disciples that Lazarus, their friend, is dead. 

So Jesus and the disciples take the few days journey back to Judea. By the time they get there Lazarus has already been in the tomb for four days. And Martha, who Jesus loves, says to him, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

“If you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

Jesus knows in this moment that all of this will be for the glory of God, that what he is doing is right, that he will raise Lazarus from the dead, that all will be well, all manner of things will be well. And yet, here is his beloved friend, Martha, standing before him, accusatory and angry. 

“If you had been here my brother would not have died.”

Then in verse 32, Mary says the exact same thing, tears streaming down her face, “If you had been here my brother would not have died.” 

And Jesus begins to weep. Jesus, God incarnate, begins to weep, to cry. To mourn.

Jesus knows the end of the story. Jesus, in a few verses, will raise Lazarus from the dead. Yet …he still weeps beside Mary as she mourns her brother. He weeps. 


Author Glennon Doyle says, 
“We think that our job as humans is to avoid pain, our job as parents is to protect our children from pain, and our job as friends is to fix each other’s pain, [and] maybe that’s why we all feel like failures so often—because we all have the wrong job description of love. People who are hurting don’t need Avoiders, Protectors, or Fixers. What we need are patient, loving witnesses. People who sit quietly and hold space for us. People to stand in the helpless vigil to our pain.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Doyle, Glennon. Love Warrior (p. 205). Flatiron Books. Kindle Edition. 
] 


Jesus, in this story, enters into Martha and Mary’s pain. Rather than immediately fixing everything, Jesus stands beside them and weeps with them. He doesn’t tell them how “everything happens for a reason” or how “God never gives you more than you can handle.” No, he stands beside them and weeps with them.  

Jesus willingly experiences profound grief and sadness. He suffers alongside Mary and Martha.

Greek philosophy popular at the time of the writing of the gospel of John argued that God actually could not feel emotion. Biblical Scholar Raymond E. Brown explains, 

“to the Greek [who would be reading this] the primary characteristic of God was what [they] called apatheia, which means total inability to feel any emotion whatsoever… if we can feel sorrow or joy, gladness or grief, it means that someone can have an effect upon us. Now if a person has an effect upon us it means that for the moment that person has power over us. No one can have any power over God; and this must mean that God is essentially incapable of feeling any emotion whatsoever. The Greeks believed in an isolated, passionless and compassionless God. What a different picture Jesus gave. He showed us a God whose heart is wrung with anguish for the anguish of his people. [Perhaps], the greatest thing Jesus did was to bring us the [good] news of a God who cares.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  “John 11.” The Anchor Bible, by Raymond Edward. Brown, XII ed., I, Yale University Press, 2007, pp. 98–98.] 


It is natural to want to numb ourselves from the pain of this world. It can be so overwhelming. There is so much over which we can weep. From senseless gun violence to Ebola outbreaks, from veterans who are unable to get housing to government corruption, from children starving in countries like Yemen to young people starving themselves to trying to reach impossible standards of beauty.  There is simply so much to mourn. 

And sometimes it’s easier for us to employ that same philosophical idea of apatheia – it is undeniably easier not to feel than it is to feel. 

When I was in college I had my wisdom teeth removed. And, after a few days of painkillers and ice packs wrapped around my jaw, I realized that I was having a really difficult time re-opening my mouth. I could barely get a spoon in for soup, let alone speak clearly or sing. The nurses told me that I had to stop icing my jaw—that the numbness would do nothing to restore the full range of motion in my jaw. Rather, I needed heat. And I didn’t want heat—because heat would loosen the muscles, and heat meant I would have to feel how much it hurt. 


In debriefing Kirkwood with leaders, I heard about something one of our teenagers had said. This youth said, “I wonder if Lazarus didn’t want to come out of the cave.” In the cave at least Lazarus knows no one else can hurt him…or disappoint him or put their expectations on him. At least in the cave he gets to rest. 

But our God, rather than coldly looking on, mourns with us. A God who came down to earth in the form of a baby, who lived a life of fierce love and was consequently crucified for it, and then, like Lazarus, spent days in a tomb before his resurrection—all so that our God might be with us, to feel with us, to, through the Holy Spirit, experience all of human life alongside us, out of the most profound, the most perfect, the most real love. 

God, out of love, suffers with us. Because love.

Brené Brown once said she came to church to find comfort, but she found that “the church isn’t an epidural, it is a midwife, who stands next to me and said, ‘Push, it’s supposed to hurt a bit.’” [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Brown, Brene. “Brene Brown Returns to Church (and Finds Jesus Weeping).” Mockingbird, 4 Jan. 2018, mbird.com/2013/07/brenebrown-reflects-on-how-jesus-wept/.
] 


And in the Church that’s what we are called to do – walk alongside one another, refusing to turn our eyes away from what is difficult and hard. 

Friends, what would Bryn Mawr, Philadelphia, the US, the world look like if we loved like Jesus? What if, if only for a moment, we imitated God’s profound power of presence? What if we sought to feel with those around us? Rather than trying fix, to numb, to protect, or avoid – what if we looked suffering right in the eye and said, “I’m here.” 

In a moment we’re going to sing the hymn, “The Gift of Love.” We sing, “though I may speak with bravest fire and have the gift to all inspire, but have not love, my words are vain, as sounding brass and useless gain.” 

And what does love do? It witnesses, it walks beside, it weeps alongside, it is with.

“O come, O come, Emmanuel,” God with us.  And we as the hands and feet of Christ, are God with one another. We seek to be with one another, even when it hurts, even when it is awkward, even, or even especially, when all we can do is weep beside those who weep.  Amen.
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