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THE FIFTH SUNDAY IN LENT

FAITH SONGS FOR LIFE RHYTHMS

What Wondrous Love Is This:
Singing through Our Sorrow

Ezekiel 37:1-14; John 11:1-45

If the full story is not familiar to you, certainly the central verse is
unforgettable.  The choice of many a Sunday School student required to recite
scripture from memory, this story and its core verse offer us a poignant
glimpse into Jesus’ humanity.  Following the crowd to the tomb of his friend
Lazarus, John tells us, “Jesus wept.”  For perhaps a multitude of reasons,
Jesus was filled with sorrow and his heartbreak spilled out in his tears.

The theme for our Lenten journey toward Easter is “Faith Songs for Life
Rhythms” and sorrow is certainly a rhythm we all know.  Its beat is sometimes
quick and frantic while at other times slow and steady.  The rhythm of our
sorrow can be rapid and short-lived or it can become the very pulse of our
lives.  We may grieve over personal loss or be moved by the loss of others. 
Sorrow can be personal, corporate, local, or global.  However and whenever
it comes, sorrow is a familiar rhythm of life.

Jesus wept because his friend was dead.  He cried because Mary and
Martha were brokenhearted over their brother’s death.  He also may have
cried because he had intentionally delayed coming to Bethany and agreed
with Mary and Martha that Lazarus’ death was partly his fault.  The tears may
have flowed because he realized that one day in the not-too-distant future, his
own family and friends would be weeping at his tomb.  For a host of reasons,
Jesus wept.  And so do we.

When we are sad, music seems to help us move our emotions from the
pit of our stomach out into the world where we express it and deal with it. 
Many a country music song has been written to capitalize on the connection
between music and emotion, especially our brokenheartedness.  You may
remember that song made popular by B.J. Thomas a few decades back titled
“(Hey, Won’t You Play) Another Somebody Done Somebody Wrong Song”? 
Do you remember the refrain?



So, please, play for me a sad melody,
So sad that it makes everybody cry.
A real hurtin' song about a love that's gone wrong,
'Cause I don't wanna cry all alone.1

As we say, misery loves company.  Of course, it is not that we all want
to be miserable, but it does help to know that we are not alone in our
sadness, whatever it is.  Music evokes emotion and enables us to share it
with others.  As teenagers, most of us experienced the pain of a breakup
which might still evoke a twinge of sadness when we hear that “special song”
we shared with someone else.  I daresay few of us can resist tearing up when
we hear “Taps” played at a graveside or the hymn “On Eagle’s Wings” which
was sung during the memorial service following the Oklahoma City bombing. 
Sir Elton John captured the pathos of Marilyn Monroe’s life in his 1973 hit,
“Candle in the Wind,” which he updated in 1997 to “Goodbye England’s Rose”
following the death of Princess Diana.  Certainly hymns like “O Sacred Head
Now Wounded” and “Were You There?” evoke the sadness of Holy Week and
Jesus’ own suffering.

Our faith does not encourage sadness, but neither does it deny it.  One
of the benefits of God taking on human form is that we see Jesus experience
all of the emotions that are a part of our lives.  Our faith acknowledges
sadness, worry, and anger as well as happiness and hope.

Few hymns capture the full range of emotions we experience as well as
a fairly new one which we have never sung.  Written by Thomas Troeger, I
think you will appreciate the questions and the affirmation the text voices:

How long, O God, how long? The ancient cry is ours.
We wait in grief and ask how long before we feel your powers.
And why, O God, and why? We ask with every age
and throw against your distant sky the force of grief and rage.
The cross, O God, the cross! We think about your Son:
you know the weight and edge of loss, your tears and ours are one.
Your hand, O God, your hand! We need your hand to hold,
to walk this dark uncharted land where solid meanings fold.
We trust, O God, we trust in time our grief shall mend.
Transformed by love that shaped our dust, your love that knows no end.2

1Larry Butler, Chips Moman, “(Hey Won't You Play) Another Somebody Done Somebody Wrong
Song,” ABC Records, 1974.

2Thomas H. Troeger, “How Long, O God, How Long?”, © 1991 Oxford University Press.
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Any sorrow that we have is accompanied by questions as we struggle
to deal with our grief.  Mary and Martha both greeted Jesus with the stinging
indictment, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died”
(John 11:21, 32).  We often question where God is in the sorrows that come
our way.  Our hymns help us express that frustration with the One who is our
ultimate hope.

In the same way, it helps to know that someone else understands what
we feel whether or not they can answer our questions.  Our faith affirms that
God understands because Jesus experienced everything that we endure in
this life.  A hymn like “Abide with Me,” reminds us that we are not alone.  It is
a simple request that God sit with us in our sorrow:

Abide with me: fast falls the eventide; 
the darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide. 
When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 
Help of the helpless, O abide with me.3

I think back over the many funerals I have participated in here and in
other congregations and remember that in some of the most difficult
circumstances, as people of faith we affirmed through our tears:

O God, our help in ages past,  our hope for years to come,
our shelter from the stormy blast,  and our eternal home.
O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come,
be thou our guard while life shall last, and our eternal home.4

As people of faith our desire is not to maintain sadness.  God has
promised us the joy of a fulfilled life and Jesus lived among us in order to
show us how to enjoy life.  For us, a good hymn is ultimately about the hope
of the Gospel and is intended to help us get through the various rhythms of
life in order to enjoy life in its fullness.  To know that God not only comforts us
now but will protect us into the future is hope indeed.  Over and over Jesus
impressed this hope on his followers.  Neither his disciples nor Mary and
Martha could understand the power God has to redeem life from death, either
here and now or in the life to come.  Jesus offered comfort and hope in the
most distressing of times.

3Henry Francis Lyte, “Abide with Me,” 1847.
4Isaac Watts, “O God Our Help in Ages Past,” 1719.
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The Book of Ezekiel records that fascinating scene of a valley of dry
bones coming back to life, a story which has its own song–the familiar
spiritual, “Them bones, them bones, them dry bones.”  The story itself is
about God addressing the persistent sorrow of the Hebrew people and
promising them that even though they feel as if all life has been sucked out
of them, they will live again.  God will restore them to the life he promised and
they shall be vibrant again.

Over and over our hymns remind us of the vibrancy of life in Christ. 
Earlier we sang Natalie Sleeth’s beautiful hymn, “In the Bulb There Is a
Flower.”  It was composed shortly before her husband was diagnosed with
cancer and dedicated to him.  At his request, it was the only song sung at his
funeral.  It is a glorious song celebrating the life that emerges from death
under God’s care.  How can we not feel the promise of life yet to be lived
when we sing:

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.

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.5

The story of Lazarus reminds us that there are hidden promises in all
of life and that our own uncertainty does not prohibit God from calling forth
new life in us.  Obviously, the raising of Lazarus foreshadows the resurrection
of Jesus, but it also heralds our own resurrection from the grief, struggle, and
disappointments of life.

We do not know who wrote the hymn, “What Wondrous Love Is This.” 
It emerged from the Appalachian Mountains and a culture that struggled daily
with survival and persevered on a faith that was wrapped in wonder.

The hymn bears witness to the wonder of God’s love which would cause
the Almighty himself to come to earth and destroy the power of death and
darkness.  It confesses the fear of drowning in the hardships and struggles
of life, of wrong choices made, and hope abandoned.  Then it affirms the

5Natalie Sleeth, “In the Bulb There Is a Flower,” 1986, © Hope Publishing Company.
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sacrificial love of Christ which gave up all that heaven offers for the privilege
of redeeming our lives.  Finally, the hymn celebrates new life and cheers the
love of God which restores us to the joy of living. 

It is obvious that Jesus’ followers remembered the death of Lazarus and
his resurrection.  How could you forget that scene?  Jesus, weeping, arrives
at the tomb of his friend.  Mary and Martha and many of their friends are
there.  It is a sad moment and likely reminds us of some of the saddest
moments in our lives.  Then Jesus regains his composure, clears his throat,
and, in a voice that is as clear and certain as it can be, calls, “Lazarus, come
out!”  And he does.  Not much later, Jesus finds himself in another cemetery,
standing in front of another empty tomb, and he calls Mary by name.  Today,
God in Christ stands before whatever has caused our sorrow and invites us
to emerge from our grief into the light of God’s hope.  We can enjoy life again
. . . and sing on!  Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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April 6, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There are days–even seasons–when we feel as if we are in a valley of
dry bones, O God.  Our hope is deflated, our energy is diminished, and our
spirits are weak.  How grateful we are that you are eager to breathe your
Spirit upon us and bring us to life again.  How thankful we are that you do not
abandon us even when we give up on ourselves.  How fortunate we are that
your love never lets us go.

Today we arrive with another armful of needs, concerns, and joys.  We
are in need of your help for ourselves and our friends.  We need healing for
our illnesses and strength to endure.  We need hope that will keep us going
and assurance that we are not alone.  We need a chance to catch our breath
before another challenge comes our way.  And we need guidance as we
make choices that will make all the difference in our lives.

We are concerned for people we love who bear burdens that are far too
heavy for them to carry alone.  We are concerned for our community which
cannot seem to move forward nor even to bridge the divides that we have
created.  We are worried about our world which feels as if it is growing more
dangerous even as our technology brings us closer in many ways.  We are
anxious about the future and uncertain about what to do now in order to make
the future possible.

For all of our needs and worries, O God, we are, nevertheless, joyful. 
We celebrate new life that comes into our world reminding us that you are a
God of new creation.  We rejoice in the wonders which we encounter every
day that reassure us of your love.  We are made happy by simple gifts that
come our way and by fresh reminders of your goodness to us.  We are joyful,
O God, because it is spring and the evidence of new life is bursting forth in
flowers and trees and all of nature.  May we bear evidence of renewed life as
well, we pray.  Keep us steadfast, O God, knowing that you see what we
cannot, that you know the things of which we are ignorant, and that you hold
all of life in the palm of your hand.  Handle us gently, we pray, and bring us
to the joy of your eternal resurrection; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


