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Saintly Joy 
 

Three years ago, on a frosty October morning, Natasha woke up to find an eviction notice on her 
apartment door.  Having been sick for a time during the previous month and not able to work, she’d 
fallen behind on the rent.  That day, she did her best to stuff down her sense of hopelessness and 
headed off to her job.  The delivery guy at the pizza shop where she worked couldn’t make it that day.  
So serendipitously, Natasha stepped in for him. 
 
Arriving with a delivery at Sycamore Creek Church in Pickerington, Ohio, the 21 year old single mother 
noticed that the worship service was still underway – so she was surprised when she was called up 
front.  Pastor Steve welcomed her, asking, “Natasha, what’s the size of the biggest tip you’ve ever 
received?”  “Ten dollars,” was her puzzled reply. 
 
In a collective act of kindness, the congregation gathered there had donated $1,046 in order to provide 
her this gift.  When this was presented to Natasha – she burst into tears, hugged the pastor and 
thanked the congregation.  Later, she used the funds to pay her rent plus the late fee.  Speaking to a 
reporter about the church’s generosity, said Natasha, “They saved me.  They saved my son.  I’m forever 
grateful.”1 
 
It’s one of those feel good stories that went viral - taking on a life of its own.  Natasha’s story is one 
that begins with despair and ends with overwhelming surprise.  For the grace this young woman 
received is the kind we all long to know, isn’t it? 
 
On this All Saints’ Sunday, the stories in our scriptures show the same such extremes: beginning in 
deep grief - but ending in gratitude.  Did you notice?  Each of the scriptures we’ve heard this morning 
overflows with human tears, but ends with great rejoicing.  Exiles released from Babylon are 
overwhelmed by the devastation they find upon their return to their homeland.  But the prophet Isaiah 
speaks words of hope, picturing the end of an age and the beginning of another when God will destroy 
the shroud, will swallow the monster of death that terrifies us, and will wipe away tears from all our 
faces.  And then, our deepest sorrows will end in great joy. 
 
In our reading from Revelation, John predicts the end of being separated from God and from one 
another in death.  Mourning, crying and pain will be no more!  The God who makes all things new will 
come and live with us, again, wiping every tear from our eyes.  Our greatest losses with be redeemed.  
Our deepest sorrows will end in great joy. 
 
This paradox describes All Saints’ Day.  It’s a day when we grieve our losses, our separation from those 
we love.  Yet even as we mourn, the colors of the church on this festival day are the white and gold of 
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Easter.  We place our hope in the Christ whom death could not contain.  Today we remember, we 
grieve, we honor the saints who’ve touched our lives.  And at the same time, we celebrate Jesus’ 
resurrection.  Yes, today we grieve and yes, today – we remember – that the tomb is empty! 
 
Our gospel tells us a story of another day long ago that began with women in hopeless despair.  From 
what we know of scripture, Lazarus and his sisters Mary and Martha had welcomed Jesus together 
with his disciples many times into their home.  The bonds of friendship between each were strong, 
with their relationships especially close and comfortable. 
 
So when Lazarus became gravely ill, the sisters were swift to send for Jesus.  According to Jewish 
folklore, the soul of the dead hovers around the body for three days, hoping to return to life.  So Jesus, 
who has a point to make, deliberately delays, arriving four days after Lazarus has been in the grave.  
When he arrives, the sisters give him an earful!  “Lord! If you’d been here our brother wouldn’t have 
died!”  Now - can you hear in their grief, both complaint and confidence?  They know that Jesus’ 
presence at the right time would’ve made a difference.   
What they soon learn is that Jesus’ presence at any time makes all the difference…. 
 
When we look at this story from the perspective of the original Greek text, we learn that Jesus has a 
particularly strong reaction.  He responds to the death of his good friend Lazarus with deep grief.   
 
Could it be that Jesus responds in just the same way at the death of those we love? 
 
Our bible translates verse 33 this way: “When Jesus saw Mary weeping and the Jewish members of the 
community weeping with her, he was… greatly disturbed…. and deeply moved.”  However, the Greek 
root word for ebrimaomai, translated here as ‘greatly disturbed,’ packs a far stronger reaction than the 
one conveyed in English.  Its source is taken from the snort of a war horse before battle.  The word 
conveys justifiable outrage and indignation.  So another way to translate this might be to say that 
“Jesus let out a groan of indignation from his innermost being.”2  Furthermore the Greek word, 
tarrasoo, describing Jesus as deeply moved, refers to a troubled agitation which results in a physical 
trembling or shaking.   
 
“Where have you laid him?” asks Jesus.  “Come and see, Lord.”  And standing at the graveside of his 
good friend, the tense of the verb and the kind of action it describes implies that Jesus did not merely 
weep, but that he erupted into tears and continued weeping.  Today we would say that ‘he broke 
down.’  Observing all this, some in the crowd say, “Oh, see how much he loved his friend…”  But others 
scoff and grumble.  “He made the blind man see; couldn’t he have prevented this death?”  The text 
provides Jesus’ reaction to hearing this.  “Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed,” better translated as 
‘angrily indignant, his rage barely suppressed,’ Jesus arrives at the tomb.  “Move the stone!!!” 
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Jesus orders the stone moved, but Martha standing at his side is baffled.  She objects, naming the 
reality of the stench of death, the finality of despair, the depth of grief.  But Jesus says to her in 
exasperation, “Didn’t I tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?”  
 
This fully human, fully divine Jesus, together with the Father, and the Spirit of Holy Wisdom, laid the 
foundations of the universe in all its beauty, and now he endures the daily horror of seeing this 
creation scarred by sin, marred by our brokeness, and gripped by the thieving hand of death.  Could it 
be that this story shows us that just as Jesus grieved the physical death that separated himself, Mary 
and Martha from Lazarus, so also he grieves the same death that separates us from our loved ones? 
 
Why do you think Jesus was so angry?  Does he continue to have this same strong reaction at the death 
of every saint?  Will his anger continue until the day this enemy is fully defeated? 
 
There at the tomb, Jesus who is the Resurrection and the Life, stands unrecognized by those who love 
him, and by those who will later plot to kill him.  Their brokeness blinds them from seeing him as he 
truly is: our Savior.  He’s outraged because the people around him truly believe that death has the last 
word.   
 
So grieving over the unbelief of all who surround him, Jesus pauses before the tomb.  He prays to God 
in a way that says to the crowd, “Listen and learn!”  Then he calls with a voice that shakes the very 
gates of hell: “Lazarus!  Come out!”  The crowd holds its breath.  Mary and Martha fix unblinking eyes 
on the dark entrance.  And from the tomb comes Lazarus shuffling out, still wrapped and bound by the 
grave clothes of his burial.  Jaws drop, mouths gape, and no one moves.  So Jesus has to speak again:  
“Well unbind the man, and let him go!” 
The sisters rush forward.  And taking their brother in their arms, their deepest despair is turned into 
unexpected surprise! 
 
So can we today believe? Can we as the people of God’s church believe that Jesus is still leading us in 
unexpected ways, from dying to rising?  Can we remember that it’s our job as the church to seek out 
the Natasha’s of the world, to give to her and others the same experience of grace that has been 
lavished upon us in such abundance?  
 
This is the work of the saints on earth.  This is your task, to leave this sanctuary each week forgiven and 
fed, knowing that you are loved by God every moment, remembering that you are strengthened by the 
gracious Word who is Jesus.  It’s your job to go into the world to be about the business of waiting in 
places where hope is gone, waiting beside those who appear to be dead, praying for life, unbinding and 
setting free.   
 
You bring unexpected hope when you encourage a despairing friend at school, lift the spirits of your 
co-worker, or donate groceries to fill the shelves of our food pantry.  You bring life when you pray for 
the loved one who struggles through addiction to recovery.  You bring light when you teach, setting 
minds free from ignorance or limited thinking.  You bring wholeness when you make daily decisions 
based on an ethic of love, choosing to see those with whom you interact as children of God. 
 



Today, we remember that we are the people of the empty tomb.  Jesus’ resurrection gives us power 
now - to defy death’s ability to distort our lives.  It gives us courage now - to deny those who believe 
that because they have the ability to inflict death they are the most powerful people on earth.  These 
stories and the Easter story they anticipate, declares to us that death does not have the last word.   
 
This news is more important than ever to hear and to share as we live in our present age.  The 
massacre of innocent people in a synagogue, the airwaves filled with fear and division, the rhetoric of 
hate on social media – these are heart-wrenching elements of our life in the world – but they do not 
have the last word, nor to they create the final reality.  In God’s promise of resurrection life, we can 
hold onto each other in hope; we can offer the world a vision of peace and harmony as the beloved 
community of Christ.   
 
On this All Saints Sunday, our holy scriptures bring us comfort, encouragement and challenge.  Can we 
believe that Jesus is leading us, all of our days, in unexpected ways from dying to rising? 
And believing, can we answer the call to be God’s partners in the work of shaping all lives and all 
circumstances according to purposes that are holy and healing?   
 
Let’s pray together: 
 
Holy God, in the gift of the empty tomb, you have called life out of death, and you invite us to tell others 
this incredible Good News.  Fill us with your Spirit of Joy, that we might answer your call to be your holy 
saints.  Amen! 
 


