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When I was a kid going to Sunday school, one of the Bible quiz questions was “What is the shortest verse in the Bible?” Most of us know the answer. The shortest verse in the Bible is made up of two short words in John 11:35: “Jesus wept.” 

In trying to understand who Jesus was, I have taken much comfort in these two words. When we know that Jesus wept, we have clear evidence of his humanity. He was not some other-worldly figure, different from us; he was fully human as we are. When Jesus learns that his friend Lazarus has died, he weeps in grief. 

We are followers of Jesus. We gather here week after week to study Jesus and to learn to be like him. We take our cues from him. If we follow Jesus and know that he cried out his grief, then we have our model of healthy grief work. That means we too need to find a way to affirm our full humanity, including weeping, as part of our life of faith. 

On any given Sunday most of us come in the door here carrying some kind of grief. Our neighbor just died. Our grandfather died; our mother died. The family pet just died. We may be grieving the loss of a job or a place or a time. We may be grieving the loss of health. We may be shedding tears visibly down our cheeks, or we may be weeping inside. Here we are often a community of grievers. Jesus must have known that, which is probably why he gave us the Beatitude: “Blessed are they who mourn, who weep.” (Matthew 5:3) 

A few years ago I was invited to go talk with a class of divinity students about what are the central concerns I deal with as a pastor. I reflected on my work, and I told the students that the primary issue I deal with as a pastor is grief. Every person in this church is usually involved in some kind of grief work. Life is a long series of griefs---“necessary losses,” somebody called them. We’re often saying goodbye to someone or some place or some chapter in our life. We’re saying goodbye to pre-school or elementary school or high school or college. We’re telling our children goodbye as they leave to pursue their dreams. We say goodbye to work life when we retire. At whatever our age, our whole life is a series of endings and beginnings, moving from goodbye to hello. But before we can say “hello” we have to say “goodbye.” Saying goodbye means grief work. 

I remember as a child going to visit cousins 30 miles away. We’d make those Sunday afternoon visits, and I would play hard with my cousins and have a whale of a good time. Then my parents would say, “It’s time to go. Get ready.” And I would start crying. I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to say goodbye. Endings are difficult. Children cry because they are wide open and honest about feelings. They express openly what we adults learn to cover up. 

Grief is a normal part of life. The only way out of grief is through it. We can’t go around it or under it or over it. We have to go through it. Sometimes even happy occasions can bring tears. Have you noticed that people weep at weddings or covenant ceremonies? Some may be weeping for joy. (Thank God, she/he finally found someone to love.) But some are weeping at the thought of “leaving your mother and father,” saying good-bye to the last chapter of our life. 

Weddings and union ceremonies are rituals that evoke feelings. We’re giving up our previous life of independence, our single life, and moving to a new chapter---leaving one family to start another one. It’s joy and grief colliding, and that means tears. So, I say to the families at the wedding rehearsals, “If tears come, let them come. If you can’t cry in church, what’s a church for?” We don’t need to be embarrassed about our tears. We need permission to weep. 

We need a theology of weeping. Some of us have come from the stiff-upper lip school. Be tough, be stoical. We males sometimes grow up with the motto: Don’t be a “cry baby.” But we have to unlearn that kind of conditioning, if we want to avoid becoming hardened and repressed, going around protecting ourselves against feelings. Jesus, whom we follow, was not that kind of man. 

He was fully human. He opened his heart to people. He opened his heart to love, and that means he was open to pain. Suffering is always part of love. But the suffering, the grieving, the weeping means we are awake and alive. Tears flow when we drop our pretensions, when we start to live out of our deepest longings and hopes. Tears can be a gift. 

In recent years I’ve been pondering why crying is so important in faith. We often say that we bring our minds and hearts to God. We often say that we bring our minds and hearts to God. The life of faith involves intellect and emotion. In my periodic visits to the monastery, I’ve found that tears come easily there. The place, the climate, the prayers all invite people to feel whatever we’re feeling. So, I’ve come to expect tears; I’ve even started cataloguing them---tears of sadness, tears of relief, tears at the beauty of nature, tears over the awareness of how deeply I am loved, how deeply in love God is with all of us. So, I’ve stopped being bothered about tears. 

I stopped being bothered when I discovered that there is a reality called “the gift of tears.” In the early desert tradition, in the first three centuries of the church, the church fathers and mothers saw tears as agents of resurrection and transformation. They knew that grace comes to us at the point where we are wounded. We wait for God in the midst of our brokenness, and we weep. This is more than “having a good cry.” It’s a time of cleansing, washing away our dulled perceptions, clearing our sight and clarifying who we are. (See Alan Jones, Soul Making: The Desert Way of Spirituality) 

In other words, tears can open our awareness and give us a fresh perception. We remove any blinders from our eyes, so we can see clearly. In this sense tears cleanse the pain and bring newness. 

More than that, tears also help connect us with those who suffer. Tears lead us to stand in solidarity with all grieve, all who suffer. How so? Weeping leads to awareness, and awareness is the key to naming our pain and the pain of the other person. As Jesus is weeping for his friend Lazarus, he is aware of his grief, and he then says to those at the tomb, “Unbind him and set him free.” A tearful Jesus becomes the liberator. He frees his friend from the shackles of death. How he did that is a mystery. But that he did it through tears is intriguing. 

Through his honesty about his feelings, Jesus moves to do something about Lazarus’ plight. Lazarus can represent anyone who may be oppressed— the “lost, the least, and the left out,” those who are merely existing, only half-alive. Through the gift of tears, Jesus expresses his love for Lazarus and makes a call for action, for change. “Unbind him and set him free.” The weeping Jesus becomes the liberator. Weeping can bring energy for action. 

Today Jesus continues to say to us: Be aware of the plight of others. Let illness, poverty, and pain touch your heart. “Weep with those who weep.” (Romans 12) This emotional connection leads to action, energy for change. Jesus says, “Unbind those who are in bondage and set them free.” He says it to those who are marginalized in this society. To the nearly 20 percent of Durham families in poverty, Jesus says, “Unbind them from the shackles of poverty. Set them free.” The largest number of homeless people in Durham are children, and Jesus says “Unbind them, and let them go free.” 

To those who are unjustly held in prison, Jesus says, “Unbind them and let them go free.” To those among us living with the sound of gunshots in the neighborhood, with the fear of violence, he says, “Unbind them and let them go free.” 

To those who are merely existing rather than living, Jesus through tears says, “Unbind them and let them go free.” 

To the children caught in the throes of injustice over indecent housing and lack of health insurance, Jesus says, “Unbind them and let them go free.” 

But awareness comes first. When we become aware of our own pain and the pain of those around us, we weep. Then the weeping can energize us. Grief is a powerful motivator. Look at organizations like Mothers against Drunk Driving, Parents of Murdered Children, and 9/11 Families for Peaceful Tomorrows. These people, who have suffered the death of a loved one, have been united by grief to make sure that others do not die a needless death. 

Many of you are aware of the prayer vigils held in Durham at the site of every violent death. We gather to share the grief of the family whose loved one who has been killed. We read from sacred texts for comfort, and we listen to loved ones tell about their deceased son or daughter. We gather to help get the grief out. We call it “public processing of pain.” When the pain is expressed, then energy is released for change. Pain permits newness. (Walter Brueggemann) 

Jesus wept at the grave of Lazarus, and he said to us “Blessed are those who weep.” (Matthew 5:4) Happy are they who have been given the gift of tears. For through tears we find our way to new life, to new awareness of God among us, and to solidarity with those who suffer. 

And all this happens as we become faithful followers of Jesus. 

So may it be. Amen. 

Pastoral Prayer offered by Mel Williams March 13, 2005 

Bless the Lord, 0 my soul. All that is within me, bless God's holy name! 

We've come back here, God, to say "thank you." Thank you for creating us, for giving us minds to understand you, lips to sing for you, and hearts open to your love and grace. Thank you for staying with us through thick and thin, through many dangers, toils and snares. Thank you for the opportunity to know the fullness of life that you promise to all of us. 

Thank you for this community of faith, your Watts Street people who surround us with welcome even when we are strangers. Thank you for the loving arms here from those who rock our children and guide our young people and comfort us when we hurt, and sing and rejoice with us when we get good news of jobs or birthdays, awards and new beginnings. Thank you especially for the bonds of love which strengthen our faith, and for your call to join our voices in calling for justice and peace. 

Bless our worship today. Help us to stay close to you, God, to go deeper in our communion with you. Help us to deepen our faith, that we may love you with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and our neighbor---- who is always nearby. 

We pray now for all who are ill or facing the valley of the shadow of death. We pray for those who grieve and those who worry. Calm the anxious. Release the resentful. Forgive the guilty. Give room to those who feel crowded. Comfort the sick. Bring trust to those who are afraid. And give to all of us music, color, laughter, and hope. 

In this hour, God, we hand over our lives to you. Remake them, transform them, and give them back New, that we may leave this place ready to live with your compassion---to serve the poor, to stand for justice, to befriend the stranger and support the weak. 

Bless the Lord, 0 my soul. All that is within me, bless God's holy name! Amen. 
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