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Sermon for April 2, 2017 

Being Present 

John 11:1-45 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

This past Wednesday I asked the participants in our church’s two Bible            
studies to share how they express their feelings during times of despair and grief.              
The participants were quick to answer this question. Responses included: getting           
angry, going into denial, wanting to fix the situation, feelings of abandonment,            
having regrets, withdrawing from others, crying, eating everything in sight, going           
for a walk, and swearing like a sailor. These responses to grief and despair are ones                
that many people can relate to.  

After sharing these responses to grief, I asked them if they had ever been              
surprised by their actions, or the actions of other people, during a time of grief or                
distress. Some individuals shared that they have been surprised by where support            
came from, while others shared that they were surprised by the lack of support they               
felt. Some encountered people who think there is a certain way you should help              
someone in grief. Others talked about becoming aware of things that they had not              
previously been aware of. One person said that she was surprised to discover that              
she throws things. 

A few weeks ago, UCC Pastor, and Church Consultant, Michael Piazza,           
shared an online devotion in which he talks about being surprised by an interaction              
he had with someone who was helping him with his grief.  

 Almost a year ago Michael’s husband Bill died after a valiant fight against             
cancer. Michael and Bill had been together for thirty years offering loving support             
and care to one another.  

In seeking help dealing with his grief, Michael enlisted the services of a             
counselor. He shares this experience from his most recent session: 

“I was talking last week to a counselor who decided to "take off that hat"               
and put on their "theological hat." When he said that, I had a feeling the               
conversation would not go well from there. I wanted to stop him and ask if he                
really believed what he was about to say was something that hadn't been said, or               
that I hadn't thought, or that I hadn't said to myself.  
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He was not to be stopped, though, so he delivered himself of what he              
thought was the wisdom I needed to hear. I didn't. The truth is he wasn't saying it                 
to make me feel better; he was saying it to make himself feel less impotent in the                 
presence of loss and grief. There was nothing he would say that would help me or                
heal me. There is nothing anyone can say or do, but that doesn't seem to slow                
people down. 

It is impossible for any of us to believe that there is nothing we can do or say                  
that will help. We have this overwhelming compulsion to fix things for others             
because, if we can't, it might be impossible to fix when we are in a similar                
situation. We have been conditioned to believe that in any negative, hurting,            
difficult, or painful situation there is a pill we can take, or a formula that can be                 
used, or a superhero who will come to our rescue. If we can say just the right thing                  
we might be the superhero, so we try to save people from their pain.”  

Following the counselor’s statement Michael shut down and withdrew from          
the conversation. 

(Liberating Word, the Rev. Piazza is the senior pastor of Virginia-Highland Church in Atlanta,              
Georgia and a  nationally-known church growth consultant.) 

I applaud Michael for enlisting the help of a counselor. As a pastor I highly               
recommend that anyone who is experiencing grief seek the assistance of a trained             
professional. While I think that Michael is being overly harsh regarding his            
counselor’s approach, I agree that far too often people feel the need to “fix”              
someone who is in grief by saying something theological. Sometimes what is said             
causes more harm than good. These good intentions often come from our own             
feelings of helplessness. 

Although we can’t “fix” someone who is experiencing grief, we can help to             
bring healing. Michael Piazza offers insights into how this can be done. He writes,              
“Like all people in pain, I’d love it if someone could save me, but they can’t. All                 
they can really do is be with me. It is a hard lesson to learn. I know because, by                   
nature, I always want to fix things. I hopefully will remember, at least every now               
and then, my experience with the counselor and will just shut up and offer my hand                
or shoulder or ear or heart when I encounter someone in grief. Hopefully I will               
trust that, although it won’t fix things, it is the best I have to offer, and life will                  
have to do the rest.” 

In this morning’s reading from the Gospel of John we enter into a story of               
extreme grief. Sisters Martha and Mary are distraught over the death of their             
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beloved brother Lazarus. While this story is filled with deep theological statements            
about who Jesus is, it is also a story about human emotions. According to the story,                
the friends of Martha and Mary have come to their home to be with them in their                 
grief. This is a beautiful example of people offering their support by being present              
to those who are in pain.  

Martha and Mary send a message to their friend Jesus letting him know that              
their brother is ill. While it is clear from the story that the sisters hope that Jesus,                 
will in fact “fix things,” that isn’t Jesus’ initial response to the situation. Before the               
conclusion of the story, where Lazarus is brought back to life, Jesus shares in the               
grief of the sisters by simply being present with them. In a poignant moment, Jesus               
joins them in their weeping. 

In each of our lives there are times of grief and distress. There is the grief                
experienced after the death of a life-partner, or the death of another person we have               
loved. Grief over the loss of a job, or over a broken dream. Distress over the issues                 
facing people we care about, or our own medical challenges.  

It is good to remember that like the friends of Martha and Mary, we can be a                 
support system for those in grief. We can’t “fix” another person by taking away his               
or her grief. But, we can be present with that person. We can take the time to listen                  
to their pain, and be comfortable with the fact that sometimes silence is the greatest               
gift. We can share in the other person’s sorrow by shedding our own tears. We can                
offer a hug, or a hand, if it is wanted. In all situations, we can trust that God is                   
present, and that God is working through us.  

I hope that Michael Piazza gives his counselor another chance to help him             
travel through his grief. As they say, the counselor is only human. I believe he was                
doing his best to help another. I also hope that when we encounter someone who is                
in grief we remember that we can’t bring a loved-one back to life like Jesus did,                
but with our compassionate presence, we can help to bring those who are in grief               
back to the land of the living. Thanks be to God who shares our grief. Amen. 
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