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Sermon for the Funeral of Merle Muchow ~ May 2, 2008

The God Who Cries at Funerals

Dear Barb, Marsha, Monte, Marty, Melodi, other family members and friends of Merle, members of Trinity Lutheran congregation,

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

“God so loved the world He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).

 “Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for His compassions never fail.  They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness” (Lamentation 3:22-23).

“How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are!” (1 John 3:1).

Each of these passages speaks of God’s love and compassion.  God loves the world.  He loves Merle.  He loves you and me.  He showed that love by sending His Son Jesus Christ into the world as one of us.  Jesus lived the perfect life that you and I could not live.  He loved His Father above all things and loved His neighbor as Himself.  He demonstrated the depth of that love by laying down His life as a sacrifice for the sins of the world, only to take it up again.  

But when I think about God’s love, I also think of our Gospel lesson for today.   I think of the God who weeps at His friend’s tomb.  I think of the God who comforts Mary and Martha even though He knows what’s coming next.  All of the Scriptures extol the love and compassion of our Savior.  But it’s hard to beat a God who cries at funerals.

We have just heard the words of comfort that Jesus spoke to Martha.  “I Am the Resurrection and the Life.  He that believes in me, even though he dies, yet shall he live, and he that lives and believes in me will never die.” 

Jesus’ words spoke the eternal truth that has soothed many a troubled heart at a deathbed, during a funeral, at a gravesite.  Whoever believes in Jesus—even though death makes its unwelcome earthly visit—will live.  Whoever lives by faith in Jesus will never die.  The life we have in Christ survives death and the grave.  Physical death does not separate us from God.  We are alive with Him forever and will at the last be restored body and soul to enjoy the glories of His heaven.

“Do you believe this?” Jesus asked Martha.  Martha said emphatically, yes, she believed, and she identified Jesus as the object of her faith.  She believed He is the Christ.  She believed that He is the Son of God.  She believed He is the one who was to come into the world.  She was confessing Jesus as the Savior sent from heaven.  Such faith gave her the life that overcomes death.

“Do you believe this?”  Jesus’ question probes the heart of every suffering human being.  Those who can answer as Martha did are blessed.  By the grace of God, Merle was one of them.  On the day of his baptism, March 27, 1937, Merle was washed with God’s love and adopted as one of God’s children.  Because he could not answer for himself, his parents and sponsors spoke on his behalf in testimony of the forgiveness of sin and the birth of the life of faith which God our Father bestows in and through Baptism.  

Merle publicly confessed that faith in the Rite of Confirmation on April 1, 1951.  Every time he heard God’s Word and received Christ’s body and blood that faith was strengthened.  Whenever he gathered with his fellow Christians, Merle confessed his sins and received absolution through Christ’s called and ordained servant.  In the Creeds, Merle confessed his faith in the Triune God who promises forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.  

The Lord promises to Martha that her brother will rise again.  He will personally empty the graves of all His beloved.  And it is while Jesus gives this comfort that Mary comes to her Lord and says to Him the very same words that Martha had already spoken.  She says, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  For Mary and Martha the loss is deep.  Not only have they lost their beloved brother, but they have also lost their support, their breadwinner, their source of God’s provision for daily bread.  

Death shatters the world of those who survive.  A raw gaping hole is torn that only the resurrection will completely heal.  So it is with Merle’s death.  You maybe haven’t thought about it too much yet; but you will once the shock wears off.  Barb, you face the prospect of waking up each morning, not seeing the face of the man with whom you’ve spent over the last fifty years of your life.  

There will be one less line in the water when Marty and Dalton go fishing.  Someone else will have to tell the same joke many, many times.  For you grandchildren, there will be one less familiar face at your games and activities.  Even the neighbor’s dog, Buddy, is going to miss Merle.  Who’s going to feed him that extra snack when he arrives at the front door each morning?

Though Mary and Martha hope in the resurrection at the last day, that doesn’t help them so much now.  Now is the pain.  Now is the grief.  Now is their loved one in the tomb.  Now they have to bear all the consequences that the enemy death has wrought on them.  

Jesus sees this.  Jesus feels it.  His guts are turned inside out.  He gasps for breath.  Those He loves are grieving.  Their brother, our Lord’s friend, is dead.  The Lord’s compassion is fueled by His love for Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, and His relentless hatred of death and hell.  But our Lord will not let this stand.  Lazarus will live now, and he will live forever in the resurrection at the Last Day. 

When Mary says to Jesus, “See where they laid him,” it’s all over.  There is no macho show of manly strength with Jesus.  He will not, like a stoic, keep emotion from marring His holy face.  He weeps openly and unashamedly.  He sobs quietly.  He allows the pain to flow from His eyes and His throat.  

The Jews who see it recognize exactly what’s going on.  They say, “See how He loved him!”

God cries at funerals.  He cries because He loves His children.  He cries because of His deep compassion for those who are left behind.  He cries because the greatest evil has the appearance of victory in the decay of the tomb.  But the Lord’s tears will yield to His words.  Death is being a little proud.  But it shouldn’t be.  Life Incarnate now stands before Lazarus’ tomb.  

The grave is going to be robbed today.  At the word of the Lord, death flees and life comes.  “Lazarus!  Come forth!”  Gone is decay.  Gone is death.  Empty is the tomb where they laid him.  Jesus is the resurrection and the life.  Lazarus, even though he has died, has come forth from the tomb.  He has heard His Savior’s voice, because when life beckons even the dead can hear it.

The Jews say, “See how He loved him!”  And they will.  Lazarus will.  Mary will.  Martha will.  They will all see how Jesus has loved them.  You and I will, too!  Jesus has set His face toward Jerusalem.  Even as He gives comfort to Mary and Martha and gives Lazarus back to them, the Lord will not be satisfied until He has destroyed death forever.  

And so Jesus goes to the cross.  He carries with Him the sins of Lazarus, Mary, Martha, Merle, you, and me.  He suffers all of the pangs of hell.  He delivers Himself into the grave and raises Himself on the third day so that He might destroy death forever.

Lazarus’ body is awake from the sleep of death for a time, but he will die again.  The sin that brought him to the grave the first time will eventually win again.  This is not acceptable to Jesus.  This is not the way He created the world to be.  The Lord created you for immortal joy not tears and grief.  His intent from the very foundation of the world has been that you would live with Him in your body forever, where there be no more tears, no more death or mourning or pain.   

I’m sometimes told that death isn’t that bad.  It’s the liberation of the soul from the flesh, they say.  And really, our human flesh is a bad thing.  It limits us.  When we get rid of the body, then we’ll be truly free.  Then we’ll be at peace.  We’ll be at one with the universe and never have to suffer any of the body’s pains or joys.

These are lies, dear Christian!  They are lies told by Satan to try to make you forget what you were created for.  You were created for life—eternal life for both body and soul.  In the day of resurrection, your very eyes will behold your Savior’s face forever.  Your very lips will sing His praises.  If the flesh were so evil... if our destiny was to be delivered from our body, then I suppose we could have had a spiritual Savior not one who came as flesh and blood.  

If our goal was to get rid of the body, I suppose that death could be seen as good.  Your Savior is the Lamb who was slain, but He is not dead.  Your Savior is the firstborn from the dead, and He lives and reigns forever.  He has defeated death!  He is the source of your life, and even though your body will sleep for a time, death cannot kill you.  

Death is the enemy.  It is the ultimate evil.  But because of your Savior it is weak.  Jesus will not leave you or your loved ones to the grave.  On the day of your Lord’s return, every grave will be empty, and all His saints will go with Him, body and soul, into paradise forever.

That, dear Christian, is the way of the God who cries at funerals.  He loves you.  He desires you.  He wants you to live with Him forever.  And He will have His way with you.  Every funeral He attends ends with a resurrection.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.   

