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“Remembering the Saints”

One of the best ideas about All Saint’s Day I ever heard is that our lives are like a big, gracious house with lawn, pillars, and lots of rooms.  We have a dining room where we eat, a bedroom where we sleep, a parlor where we relax, and a kitchen where the family gathers.  

Carlyle Marney, the Southern Baptist preacher who originated this metaphor, said that if you step outside onto the lawn and look up, you will see that the house has a spacious, gracious balcony. There are people up there on your balcony, and those people are your saints.

They are the ones who taught you and nurtured you and disciplined you and inspired you. They are part of who you are, the ones who taught you how to believe and how to love. On All Saints’ Sunday, Marney said, you ought to go outside and look up at your balcony and wave at the people up there. They are your saints.

So today, I want us to do that; I want you to do that.  I want you to think about the people on your balcony.  There are probably big names on your balcony, people who may be on many of our balconies.  And then there are surely people who are peculiar to just your balcony.

They could be your parents, perhaps, who loved you and encouraged you and whose love continues to be a living force in your life.

They could be surrogate parents, aunts, or uncles.

Or teachers or coaches or pastors or friends who gave what they had to give to you and saw in you what you could not see in yourself.  People who called you to work hard, to sacrifice, to give, to love and inspired you to reach deep inside yourself, and helped you to become who you are today.  

My balcony is very crowded and full of people I deeply love.  It’s good to remember them and wave to them.  And I like to imagine them waving back to me.

Which brings a tear to my eye, because the saints on my balcony are people I loved.  So All Saint’s Day is, for me, partly a sad day-because I miss these people.  One person wrote that her earliest memory of All Saint’s Day involved hearing her departed grandmother’s name spoken in church while sitting close to her own mother, who had a trace of tears falling from her eyes that spilled onto her Sunday dress, as she listened to her own mother’s name spoken in the roll call of saints.
All Saint’s Day is a day when tears are shed (just like Jesus shed tears for Lazarus), but it’s also a day of hope, because we learn in the story of Lazarus, that death doesn’t have the final word.  Instead, the hope and love we find in God has the final word, and eternal life prevails.

It probably won’t come as too much of a surprise to you to hear me say that the story of Lazarus is one of my favorite stories.  I’ve preached on it a lot, and I often use this story at memorial services.  

Jesus is with the disciples when he gets word that Lazarus, his dear friend, is ill.  Mary and Martha, Lazarus’ sisters, have sent a message to Jesus to come quickly and heal their brother.  But when Jesus gets the message, he waits two days before taking any action, even though he loves Lazarus, Mary and Martha (John points this out in verse 5).  His excuse for waiting is that Lazarus’ death is for the greater glory of God, but if you ask me, it still seems awfully cruel to make the family wait.

When he decides to go to Lazarus, Thomas is worried about the journey.  He’s worried that Jesus will be stoned and possibly die, because the authority figures don’t want Jesus in their neck of the woods.  In their mind’s eye, he only causes trouble.

But Jesus goes anyway, and when he gets to Mary and Martha’s house he finds that Lazarus has already been dead and in the tomb for 4 days.   Mary and Martha are both grief-stricken over their brother’s death.  And they are angry at Jesus for waiting too long to come.  The first thing Martha says when she sees Jesus is, “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”  Mary, too, when she first sees Jesus, cries out, “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”  

Mary and Martha sum up the feelings of all of us who have ever been angry with someone over the death of a loved one.  Maybe we’ve been angry with a doctor, or minister, or nursing home staff, or family member who we feel didn’t adequately care for our loved one.  Maybe we’ve been angry with the loved one him or herself for not trying hard enough to live, or maybe we’re just plain angry with God for letting death happen.  Mary and Martha are angry, and they’re directing their anger at Jesus, who didn’t come quickly enough.

This greatly disturbs Jesus, who begins to weep.  He cries.  “Jesus wept”; verse 35.  It was the shortest verse in the Bible until new translations began fiddling with the verb wept.  But it remains for many of us “Jesus wept.”

Jesus wept because his dear friend Lazarus died.  And so, in addition to being the shortest verse, it is also one of the most suggestive verses.  Jesus experienced grief.  Jesus experienced the death of a loved one and everything that entails.  He was reminded of the frailty of life, of how short it is, and of how treasured it is.  And he was reminded of his own death, which was just around the corner; literally.

And so Jesus wept.

Then, what he does next is hard for us to believe.  Jesus, tears streaming down his cheeks, tells the crowd to roll away the stone.  “Lazarus, come out,” he cries.  And the story, without comment, concludes, “The 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.’”  

Up to this point we modern readers have been following along in the story.  We don’t understand how Jesus could have dallied; we do understand why Mary and Martha are so mad; we sympathize with them; and we sympathize with Jesus.

But then, we stop.  “Things like this don’t happen,” we say.  Raising Lazarus from the dead?  Impossible.  And so we ask, “Did this really happen?”  We ask it as historians, “Did this event really take place?” And we ask it as biologists, “How could this have happened?”  Can we really believe that something like this happened?

I know it is very hard for some people to accept that something can occur for which there is no rational explanation.  For some people, reason always trumps faith.  If it cannot be explained, it cannot be true, some people say.  

But friends, sometimes you need to suspend your disbelief in order to believe.  You need to move from a place of knowing that it may not be factually true, but still believing it is true.  

We call this level of reason faith.  Can you believe in the truth of the story, even when you cannot prove the facts?  Because there is no way to prove the facts of the story.

It is a question of faith as to whether you can acknowledge the possibility that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead.  Do you believe that God has power over life and death?  Or do you believe that death is the final word?

“Do you believe?” Jesus asked Martha.  “Yes, I believe,” she says.  “I believe you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  What if she had said, “No.  No, I don’t believe.”  Would it have changed the outcome for Lazarus?  I don’t think so.  I think Jesus still would have raised Lazarus from the dead.  But Martha may still not have believed.  Others around her didn’t believe even when they saw it happen.

So I don’t think Lazarus’ fate would have changed.  What would have changed was Martha’s view of life.  She would have gone from believing that the life, hope, and comfort we find in God’s care is boundless, to believing that hope has boundaries; that death has the final word.  

But as people of faith we are resurrection people, and we believe that life has power over death.  Somehow, some way, life always triumphs over death.  “I am the resurrection and the life, Jesus said.  Whoever believes in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

The bedrock conviction of our faith is that God’s steadfast love is not confined to our lifetime but is eternal, that God’s love for the world and for you and me is a reality before we are here and after we are gone.  It what’s old John, a Christian leader in exile on the island of Patmos, facing his own death, meant when he wrote those beautiful words from revelation:
The home of God is among mortals.

He will dwell with them and be their God;

He will wipe every tear from their eyes.

Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more.
And so it is that, sometimes, Jesus stands on this side of the tomb, as he did with Lazarus, and commands the person to come out.  And death, humbled and powerless, is obedient to his command.  Nothing binds us, hope abounds, and our loved one lives.

But sometimes Jesus stand on the other side of the tomb and calls out with a gentle voice, “Come out, my friend.  It’s better for you now to be with me on this side.”  And death, humbled and powerless, opens the gate and our saints cross over to the place where mourning and crying and pain will be no more.

Some people call this place heaven.  In the church, the closest we come to touching that place is communion, where past, present, and future touch one another. We commune with all the saints who have come before, and all the saints who will come after. We experience together a taste of what is to come, of the final fulfillment of the promises of God that we see only in part. We see for just a moment what God has in store for us. 
And once we’re all seated around the banquet table, what a feast we shall find – all good things will be served without measure, heaping helpings of love and grace, cups overflowing with forgiveness, laughter and arms linked, all of us singing old songs we somehow know. 
Someone told me once about a very formal dinner party he’d attended. It was held in a magnificent home; the table was set with rows of forks, stacks of china and three crystal glasses each at a long, glittering table. This feast was being given by a sports booster at a major university and was part of a gala weekend designed to attract a certain young athlete to the school. He was at that great table, a small town boy unaccustomed to extravagance, uncomfortable in his jacket and tie, sitting next to the coach and staring with fear at the multiple forks, wondering which one to use. And there was one piece of dining paraphernalia he had never seen in all his life, a finger-bowl filled with warm, lemon-scented water.

Having never encountered such a thing back home, and being thirsty, he lifted it to his lips and drank it down. The entire table was stunned into awkward silence; every eye was on the poor kid who suddenly suspected that he had committed a major faux pas. The boy reddened; he hardly knew where to look. But his coach sitting at his side knew what to do. He reached for his own finger bowl and drank it down, and then smiled around the table.

Ah, the good news, dear hearts, is this: when we get to the Great Banquet, that’s exactly the kind of Coach we have at the table with us.  And sitting there with him are all of our saints. But this time they’re not waving back at us, they’re beckoning to us-to come, and take a seat with them, and join them on the balcony.

Amen.

