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Lord, We Whom You Love Are Ill 

March 29, 2020 Audio Worship at Calvary UMC 

John 11:28-37 

 

 

WELCOME 

Peace be with you! 

Welcome to this beautiful worship experience where we connect more deeply, in our hearts with the Holy Spirit 

dancing amidst us. St. Francis of Assisi said Christ is “the one whose center is everywhere and whose 

circumference is nowhere.” Though we cannot see one another, God is with us, moving and working and 

restoring us with abounding grace. Even at home we can respond with a resounding “Amen! Amen!” 

 

Let us gather using a tradition practiced at Na Sonje in Haiti. It focuses our bodies and spirits to share all things, 

to share love, healing, good vibrations, and peace. Simply hold the palm of your right hand so it faces down and 

the palm of your left hand so it faces up. 

 

The palm of your right hand, facing down, is held with a giving Spirit, and the palm of your left hand is up with 

a receiving Spirit. One hand giving and the other hand receiving… 

All together, breathe deeply; breathe in all of the positive energy. 

All together, breathe out; breathe out love, healing, and peace to the world.  

 

Breathe deeply again…and again…Amen! Amen! 

 

 

PRAYER 

With our bodies and spirits centered in the Eternal One, let us pray: 

From everlasting to everlasting, O Lord, we declare your glory! Though we are a people in exile, we forever 

seek you. Your Spirit, the wind hovering over the dark chaos, collects us and draws us into the Light of your 

restoration. We are your faithful people waiting on the Lord. We gather now with the anticipation that in our 

coming to your altar, we will be changed. Inspire our minds so that we may be moved to grapple with the 

difficult questions and nourish our spirits so that we may grow in our love of you and our neighbor. We pray in 

the company of our brother, the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen! Amen! 

 

 

SCRIPTURE  John 11:28-37 

Our scripture reading this morning is embedded in the story in which Lazarus is raised from the dead. Lazarus is 

the brother of Martha and Mary; this is a family which Jesus loves deeply (John 11:5). When Jesus hears the 

news that Lazarus is ill, he chooses to remain in his location for two additional days. During this time Lazarus 

dies and is buried. As Jesus finally arrives, Martha meets him on the road, grieving that if he had only come 

sooner, her brother would be alive. Jesus receives her compassionately, saying, “Your brother will rise again…I 

am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who 

lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:23, 25-26). Martha insists she believes Jesus; she declares that 

Jesus is the Messiah. The story continues… 

 

When [Martha] had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, “The Teacher is 

here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet 

come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. The 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. When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said 
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to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her weeping, and the 

Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, “Where 

have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, “See how 

he loved him!” But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man 

from dying?” 

 

The word of God, spoken for the people of God. 

Thanks be to God. 

 

 

MESSAGE 

 

 Every day I pray to the God of Life; and every day I wrestle with my faith, praying, “I believe, help my 

unbelief.” The news we bear daily is grievous, an accounting of those ill and dying. We watch graphs spike; we 

listen to frightful projections and wonder where we will fall on the graph. These numbers are poignantly visible 

in the pictures and personal stories. Death is upon us, just as it was for Martha, Mary, and their village of Bethany. 

This week we cry out: Lord, [we] whom you love [are] ill. Come! Lord, your whole land is sick. Come! Lord, do 

not tarry. Come! 

 We hope to meet Jesus, the miracle worker. It’s this same hope that filled Martha and Mary in their plea 

for Jesus to come to Bethany. Come and save our dying brother! He didn’t respond in time. They buried their 

brother, and all of Bethany mourned. This week I grieved the death of Forrest, a young, gifted musician and 

friend. A mother whose son fights for his health exclaimed, “When you think it couldn’t possibly get worse, it 

does.” A family mourned the loss of their wife, mother, and grandmother. We all wept. Death is always present, 

though it feels ever so much closer with the Covid 19 pandemic. Here we experience the paradox. We hold faith 

in the God of Life and Love; yet, we face death and suffering. This is the burning question, the mystery that leaves 

us doubting and struggling and pleading, “I believe, help my unbelief.” This is what the community in Bethany 

asks, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?” (John 11:37).  

 This points us to the difficult question of why God allows “bad” things to happen. If God so loves the 

world, then why is there suffering? It seems odd that a faith in the God of Life focuses so poignantly on death. In 

fact, the story of Jesus leads us to Golgatha where the Redeemer is brutally crucified. Jesus is mocked. “He saved 

others; he cannot save himself. Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down from the cross now, so that we 

may see and believe” (Mark 15:31-32). Why does a loving God allow us to suffer? Why are children born with 

defective hearts or battle cancer? Why did the earthquakes rage in Puerto Rico following the already devastating 

Hurricane Maria? Why does God allow a virus to spread rampantly, stealing lives of our family and friends? This 

is where our faith in a God of goodness crashes into the realities of our humanity, in its frailty and finitude. It’s 

where our grief and anger rightfully rage. 

 As we watch Jesus tend to the grief of his beloved family, it is striking to find him shaken by the events. 

The story reads that he is greatly disturbed in spirit and troubled. He asks Mary where Lazarus is laid. Jesus 

weeps. He weeps with the family and the community. In response we hear people reply, “See how he loved him!” 

Jesus’ tears are a powerful reminder of his humanity. They are a powerful reminder that God is with us in our 

sorrow and suffering. Psalm 56:8 says, “You have kept count of my tossings; put my tears in your bottle. Are 

they not in your record?” God promises to be with us in all things; this is the story of Jesus, Emmanuel. So we 

see that God is especially with us in our grieving and suffering. Our loving God weeps with us. Our compassionate 

God collects our tears. 

 I often hear the question that if we believe God is the source of goodness and life, then shouldn’t the 

opposite be true, shouldn’t God be the source of suffering and death? The God I know doesn’t make bad things 

happen. It is not God’s will that causes cancer or earthquakes or deadly viruses that rage worldwide. God does 

not pull triggers or design atomic weapons. It is not God’s wrath or punishment. God is the creator of life which 
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is free. In our freedom, we choose to love or not love, to share or not share, to offer peace or rage war, to care for 

the earth or to ravage its resources. Our world is hurting, and we are born into this brokenness. Just as we are 

suffering so is God suffering with us. Despite the wailing in this world, God’s purpose for us is steadfast. Jeremiah 

29:11 says, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to 

harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’”  

 God is the everlasting source of healing and new life; Jesus is the resurrection and the life. Like Lazarus, 

who died to reveal God’s glory, so Jesus died. The resurrection itself moves us through death, through our weeping 

and grieving, to experience the joy of new life. Life and death are the same, moving along one spectrum; sorrow 

and joy are the same, also moving along one spectrum. In their connection, in their paradox we understand both. 

Resurrection calls us to pass through death, through our pain and suffering. It allows us to know and claim the 

joy and beauty of life. To know death is to claim life.  

 In her book, In Wisdom’s Path: Discovering the Sacred in Every Season, Jan Richardson explains: 

Our mourning compels us to name our sorrows, to name our losses, to name our wounds inflicted 

and received. Our grieving beckons us, too, to name our causes for joy, to name our dreams and 

longings. Our mourning invites us beyond our own heart’s desires into the heart of a world as 

fragile as glass, as easily broken, and brimming with the promise of healing” (68). 

What are you mourning right now, in the midst of this crisis? Are you mourning a loss of a job or financial security 

as the economy comes to a screeching halt? Are you grieving the loss of spaces where you connect with others: 

gyms, fitness classes, theater, opening day of baseball season, or Sunday morning worship? Are you longing to 

visit with friends or play with your grandchildren? These losses are real; acknowledge, accept, and feel your grief. 

We must pass through our suffering, not distract ourselves from it, negate it, or diminish it. Our spiritual well-

being is dependent on our willingness to face death and thus receive life. Our resurrection faith is the source of 

hope that allows us to heal and live with unshakeable joy.  

 The story of Lazarus shows us that we are to expect the resurrection, to seek the life that inevitably follows 

the suffering and sorrow. Out of death comes life. We need to always claim life, so that when suffering returns, 

and it will, we remain steady in our faith. When have you passed through death and found life? I have walked 

through the valley of death; I have a story similar to that of Job. As Frank neared retirement, we decided to build 

an early childhood education center in our small community of Oley. Both of us were passionate educators, he as 

an administrator and me as a teacher, so we imagined a life of working together by running our own school. 

Finding a location that would meet the licensing, educational, and township land development requirements was 

difficult. It took us over two years to develop the school. When everything was approved, we went to the bank 

for funding in January 2008. Everyone probably remembers that year - 2008 - the beginning of the recession. Our 

once approved plan suddenly became impossible. It failed. We lost everything we had invested; we gained an 

overwhelming debt. Our dream of an education center died. We were devastated, angry, and fearful. Why, God, 

did you give us this cross to bear? Frank and I have passed through this death with different perspectives and 

outcomes. I personally focus on the work of God’s hand in the midst of this struggle. I see the life. That summer 

I was randomly offered a full-time teaching job that allowed us to bear the added debt. I recognized that the failed 

school before it was built was a blessing compared to that if we had actually built it and it failed because of the 

recession. Five years later I would eventually come to answer a call to ministry, to serving God. Had I been 

running a business, I would not have had the freedom to respond. Today, next to the sign that says coming 

soon…is a beautiful tree. It reminds me that despite the failure, life is inevitable. We don’t always have the eyes 

to see it or understand it. We must be willing to live into its mystery, to claim it when we do see it, and witness 

to it when we finally catch a glimpse of understanding.  

 When we can see eternal life, life even in death, even in the small deaths of every day life, then we are 

free from fear. Like Lazarus, we can walk out of the tomb and be untied. We are liberated from death. When 

death comes again, we pass through it with faith in the God of Life that is ever-present with us. We open our eyes 

to life and expect it. The whole world round is crying out: This week we cry out: Lord, [we] whom you love [are] 

ill. We know that God is already here, the grace is already flowing. May “the peace of God that surpasses all 
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understanding guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7). All God’s people say, “Amen! 

Amen!” 

 

 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

Gracious and long suffering God, our cup overflows. Thank you for being present with us. Though you rejoice 

in hearing all that is on our hearts, you already know all that lies in our core. You simply urge us to hear it for 

ourselves, to allow it to bubble to the surface, to be named and healed. So our prayer is God listening to us 

listen to God. 

 

Let us pray with as one spirit the prayer Jesus taught us…say it aloud with heart! 

"Our Father who art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name, 

Thy kingdom come, 

Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread. 

And forgive us our debts, 

as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, 

but deliver us from evil: 

For thine is the kingdom, 

and the power, and the glory, 

for ever."      -- Amen. 

 

 

OFFERING 

 

For our offering time, I would like to read the poem, This Morning by Mary Oliver. 

 

This Morning 

By Mary Oliver 

 

This morning the redbirds’ eggs 

have hatched and already the chicks  

are chirping for food. They don’t  

know where it’s coming from, they  

just keep shouting, “More! More!”  

As to anything else, they haven’t  

had a single thought. Their eyes  

haven’t yet opened, they know nothing  

about the sky that’s waiting. Or  

the thousands, the millions of trees.  

They don’t even know they have wings. 

 

And just like that, like a simple  

neighborhood event, a miracle  

is taking place. 
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Motherly God, I pray that the world may recognize this moment as if we are these chirping, hungry chicks. Our 

eyes are closed; your grace is abundantly feeding us. We know nothing about the new life that awaits us. We 

don’t even know the wings we have. A miracle is happening; we are in the midst of it. May our hearts be open 

beaks, hope-filled vessels of Christ’s light. May our hearts be grateful, in great anticipation, and offering the 

assurance of peace and hope through Christ. Amen. 

 

 

CLOSING 

As we end this service, let us join together as we did in the beginning. The palm of your right hand, facing 

down, is held with a giving Spirit, and the palm of your left hand is up with a receiving Spirit. One hand giving 

and the other hand receiving… 

 

We are united in Christ. As St. Francis of Assisi declared, Christ is “the one whose center is everywhere and 

whose circumference is nowhere.” Nothing can separate us, and so we remain as one. 

 

Receive your benediction: Numbers 6:24-26 

 

The Lord bless you and keep you; 

the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 

the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. Amen. 
 


