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All Saints’ Day 2015 

John 11:  32 – 44 

 

Who likes pub quizzes?  Here we go:  see how well you 

get on with these.  Who won the FA cup in 2004? 

[Manchester United – or, at least, that’s what the 

internet says; don’t trust a word I say about it!]  Which 

children’s classic book was written by Anna Sewell?  

[Black Beauty.]  Some religious ones now.  

Consecrated in 1962, where is the cathedral church of 

St.Michael? [Coventry]  Which is the shortest verse in 

the Bible?  Well, the clue is that we’ve heard it this 

morning.  Because it’s part of this morning’s gospel 

reading.  It’s John 11: 35 – “Jesus wept” – the shortest 

verse in the Bible; just two words. 

 

Well I thought I’d just tell you that because, if no-one 

understands a word of the rest of the sermon, at least 

we’ll all have something to take away from it.  Because 

the rest is bloomin’ difficult!  I might just add, in 

passing, that those two words are also the most 

brilliant and succinct summary of what Christianity is 

all about – God becomes incarnate in Jesus of 

Nazareth; he so completely identifies with us and 

assumes human identity that he weeps with us:  God is 

not some remote creator looking on from somewhere 

out there; Jesus is not some divine robot, pretending 

to be human, having his movements controlled by 

some remote creator somewhere out there twiddling 

knobs on  a control panel:  Jesus is God with us; Jesus 

is fully human; Jesus is so humanly with us that he 

weeps with us. 

 

But, as for the rest of the story of the raising of 

Lazarus, . . . what is it trying to say to us? It’s a 

nightmare of a story because it’s so easy to miss the 

point and engage with it in the wrong way.  Even 

characters inside the story are engaging with what’s 

going on in the wrong way! 

 

The trap is to view this as a cheap conjuring trick; as if 

there’s a dead body, Jesus comes along and says 
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“abracadabra”, and dead body stands up and takes a 

bow.  That’s not what God emptied himself, took the 

form of a servant and was obedient, even to death on a 

cross, for.  Jesus himself makes that clear in the story.  

when Mary says to him “Lord, if you’d been here, my 

brother would not have died,” he answers her quite 

testily.  The English translation says he was moved in 

spirit and troubled, but scholars tell us that behind the 

Greek from which it’s translated there’s an idea that he 

was troubled in an angry way – he got hacked off with 

her. 

 

Because you don’t need to be God incarnate to do 

conjuring tricks.  The Saturday night TV listings are 

full of people who can do that and who aren’t God 

incarnate.  We mustn’t put pulling a dead man out of a 

tomb in the same category as pulling a rabbit out of a 

hat.  That trivialises Jesus. 

 

What you do need to be God incarnate to do – and 

therefore what only Jesus can do – is give the sort of 

life that Jesus gives when someone responds to his 

divine command.  It’s the sort of life that is life in all 

its fullness (as it’s described elsewhere in John’s 

Gospel) and it’s the sort of life that glorifies God.  

That’s why Jesus did it.  That’s what he explains to 

Martha:  “Did I not tell you that if you would believe 

you would see the glory of God.”  If Jesus had just 

wanted to wow the crowds he could have sawn a 

glamorous assistant in two rather than raise a dead 

man.  But he raises a dead man in order to give life; a 

life that can transform anything or anybody, anywhere 

or anytime; can overturn any sort of death or 

corruption. 

 

A clue to help us get right the way the read this is the 

fact that we’ve been given it to read on All Saints’ Day.  

I’ve got a PowerPoint presentation buried in my 

computer that I use when I’m doing High School 

assemblies with teenagers about All Saints.  I’m not 

showing it today because we simply couldn’t get a 

screen big enough to project it onto in this building.  
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But the presentation is a set of slides of an exhibition 

of a series of sculptures by Sean Henry in Salisbury 

Cathedral in 2012.  I remember seeing and being really 

struck by this exhibition. 

 

You can imagine that, rather like the Priory, Salisbury 

Cathedral is covered with niches and plinths upon 

which, once upon a time, in mediaeval times there 

would have been statues of saints; the sort of statues 

you associate with saints and instantly recognise as 

being a statue of a saint:  people with long beards in 

flowing robes, with a halo, perhaps holding a cross and 

stretching out their hands in a sign of episcopal 

blessing. 

 

Well, on these niches and plinths Sean Henry had 

placed life size, highly realistic, resin statues of 

contemporary people.  Some were white, some were 

black; some were male, some were female; some were 

wearing executive suits, some were wearing jeans and 

hoodie, some were wearing high-viz jackets and hard 

hat; some were looking affluent, others conspicuously 

deprived; some were carrying shopping, others 

reading a newspaper, others holding a baby; and so on, 

and so on, and so on.  They were dotted all over the 

cathedral. 

 

These statues were a representative cross-section of 

the people you might find on any high street . . . or in 

any congregation.  They were a representative cross-

section of people who experience brokenness and pain 

and regret; who know what it is to have neuroses and 

sleepless nights; who are inevitably complicit in a 

fundamentally unjust world economy, from the fact 

that every time someone takes out a pension policy 

they’re getting involved in dodgy investments to the 

fact that every time someone buys a t-shirt they’re 

exploiting someone in a sweat shop in India, or 

Taiwan or wherever.  In other words, these statues 

were simply people like us.      

 



The Revd Matthew Pollard, Rector of Bridlington Priory 
 

And it’s somehow rather unexpected and radical and 

shocking to see them in the place of saints.  In fact it’s 

as unexpected and radical and shocking as seeing a 

dead man walk out of a tomb in response to the 

command of Jesus.  But there’s nothing that 

disqualifies or prevents any of those people 

represented in the statues, or any of us here today, 

from responding to the command of Jesus, walking in 

the light of the saints and receiving the glory god 

offers.  That is, of course, if we are obedient to the 

command of Jesus to come out of the dark places we 

inhabit.  And as he commands, this is what he does:  

Jesus weeps. 

 

Amen. 


