If Only You Had Been Here – All Saints Day
John 11:32-44
Week of November 8, 2015
Midweek Provocative Questions:  
· When have you felt the harshness of death?
· What emotions were stirred within you and how did you heal?
SERMON SUMMARY
Death is harsh.  It is real.  And we don’t always like to think about it or talk about it.  We want to snatch away the pain of it and just make it all better.  But grief is complicated and lengthy.  Even Jesus knew and felt the pain of losing a good friend.  Yet, death never has the last word!

A Guide for Daily Reading and Meditation
A Prayer for Every Day:  Lord, today I offer you praise and thanksgiving for all the wonderful things you have done for us. Help me to be a faithful disciple in all that I think, do and say, that your great love may be revealed and through that love, healing will come to all people. AMEN
SUNDAY – Review the midweek questions in light of today’s sermon
Ask yourself:  When have you felt the harshness of death?  What emotions were stirred within you and how did you heal?

(
MONDAY

Read John 11:32-33 (NRSV)

32 When 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.’ 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.
“If you had been here.”  Mary was beside herself at the loss of her brother.  There are so many times in life when we want to say the same thing – if or if only.  Today, take a few moments to write down a few of your “if onlys.”  Then, imagine that Jesus has come to you in your room.  Imagine how you feel as you see his own distress at the loss, whether it is the loss of someone you love or the loss of an opportunity or the loss of your health or the loss of _________.  

Now, write a brief dialogue with Jesus.  What do you want to ask him or say to him?  And, what do you want him to say to you?

(
TUESDAY
Read John 11:32-39
32 When 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.’ 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.   34 He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ 35 Jesus began to weep. 36 So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ 37 But some of them said, ‘Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’  38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus 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.’ 

Dr. Ginger Barfield of the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Columbia, South Carolina says that the NRSV translation of verse 33 is too weak (see emphasized phrase above).  The first verb, “disturbed” is related to anger, and the second verb, “moved,” implies being physically sick.  Dr. Elizabeth Kübler-Ross described human grief as going through 5 stages:  Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance.  Though the scripture doesn’t tell us who Jesus was angry with, it clearly says that when he lost one of his closest friends, he, too, was disturbed – or angry.  I am reminded of the Suffering Servant Song in Isaiah 53 which says:
4 Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted.

Jesus knew our grief and knows our grief.  He felt our emotions, and I believe that when we are dealing with grief and loss, he is with us, feeling our grief and helping us to carry the burden even now.

I offer this prayer for turning over our grief to Jesus:

God of immense love and mercy, you know my grief and heartache today.  You sent Jesus to experience life as a human, to know our pain and sadness and the limits of human life.  My heart is breaking, and I need your comforting presence.  I ask you to take my anger, take my pain and take my grief and bless my life with peace and the assurance of hope – the hope of eternal life in your presence.  In the name of Jesus I pray.  Amen.
(
WEDNESDAY
On Sunday, I shared a story about a church that not only remembered the saints that had died that year but also thanked God on All Saints Sunday for the living saints who have influenced the spiritual growth of members of the congregation.
Today, make a list of people in your life who have done that for you.  Be sure to think beyond the limits of your family.  Who has opened your eyes to the meaning of scripture or has asked that provocative question that made you go deeper in your understanding of faith or into your relationship with God?  Who has provided inspiration by example or through his/her artistry or creativity?

In your journal, list the names and describe how that person has influenced your faith.  Then, pray for each of those people, giving thanks for their influence on you and asking God to bless each one with the power and energy to continue in her or his ministry, influencing others in their walk with God.

(
THURSDAY

Spend some time today with a few quotes
 about grief:
· I believe that imagination is stronger than knowledge. That myth is more potent than history. That dreams are more powerful than facts. That hope always triumphs over experience. That laughter is the only cure for grief. And I believe that love is stronger than death.  Robert Fulghum

· There is a sacredness in tears. They are not the mark of weakness, but of power. They speak more eloquently than ten thousand tongues. They are the messengers of overwhelming grief, of deep contrition, and of unspeakable love.  Washington Irving

· The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing... not healing, not curing... that is a friend who cares.  Henri Nouwen

· I couldn't have foreseen all the good things that have followed my mother's death. The renewed energy, the surprising sweetness of grief. The tenderness I feel for strangers on walkers. The deeper love I have for my siblings and friends. The desire to play the mandolin. The gift of a visitation.  Mary Schmich

· People in grief need someone to walk with them without judging them.  Gail Sheehy

· “You will lose someone you can’t live without ,and your heart will be badly broken, and the bad news is that you never completely get over the loss of your beloved. But this is also the good news. They live forever in your broken heart that doesn’t seal back up. And you come through. It’s like having a broken leg that never heals perfectly—that still hurts when the weather gets cold, but you learn to dance with the limp.”   Anne Lamott
· “The darker the night, the brighter the stars, The deeper the grief, the closer is God!”   Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment
· “Deep grief sometimes is almost like a specific location, a coordinate on a map of time. When you are standing in that forest of sorrow, you cannot imagine that you could ever find your way to a better place. But if someone can assure you that they themselves have stood in that same place, and now have moved on, sometimes this will bring hope”  Elizabeth Gilbert, Eat, Pray, Love
· Psalm 30:2-5:  2 O Lord my God, I cried to you for help, and you have healed me. 3 O Lord, you brought up my soul from Sheol, restored me to life from among those gone down to the Pit. 4 Sing praises to the Lord, O you his faithful ones, and give thanks to his holy name. 5 For his anger is but for a moment; his favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning.
Now write your own quote about grief – a sentence, a poem, a prayer….

(
FRIDAY  

Our faith offers immense hope in the face of death and grief.  Hymn of Promise by Natalie Sleeth (#707 in The UM Hymnal
) is one of the simplest and most elegant expressions of that hope:

In the bulb there is a flower; in the seed an apple tree; 

in cocoons, a hidden promise: butterflies will soon be free!
In the cold and snow of winter there’s a spring that waits to be, 

unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.

There’s a song in every silence, seeking word and melody; 

there’s a dawn in every darkness, bringing hope to you and me.

From our past will come the future; what it holds, a mystery,

unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.

In our end is our beginning; in our time, infinity; 

in our doubt there is believing; in our life, eternity.

In our death a resurrection; at the last, a victory,

unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.

There is a lovely version of this hymn sung by a choir that you might wish to use in your meditations today.  It can be found on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vljO26OhOXQ 
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