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“Sitting Shiva with Jesus”

“I am the resurrection and the life.”

I never understood the importance of visiting hours at a funeral until I was the one being visited.

On Friday, November 12, 1999, the phone rang in our home in Niagara Falls at 5:30 a.m.  The voice on the
other end was my Mother’s with the news that my Father had died suddenly that morning.  Trying to make
sense of this shocking news, I immediately made plans for Susan and me to travel to New Jersey, while making
arrangements for someone to cover my worship service at St. Paul’s that Sunday.  When I arrived in New
Jersey, we immediately began planning the funeral service, meeting with the funeral director to plan for the
visitation, funeral service, and burial.  We met with my parents’ pastor to plan the service in the church where
my Father had been a member since 1924.  We met with the florist to select arrangements for the casket, and
we met with the caterer to plan for the luncheon following the service.

All the while, I felt numb.  It didn’t seem real; how could a man who only a few days earlier was his usual active
self suddenly be dead?  How would my Mother cope with suddenly being a widow?  How were we going to get
through the next few days, especially since it had fallen on me to preach at my father’s funeral?

My normal perspective of days and time were absent during this weekend, and before I knew it we were
entering the funeral home for the visitation.  Seeing my father in the casket for the first time was a shock, and I
don’t think I looked at him very much after that first encounter.  When the time came for visiting hours to
begin, the first of what would be a steady stream of family, friends, neighbors, and many persons I did not
know came through the line, offering their condolences, sharing with us stories about my Father and all that he
had meant to them, surround us with the gift of their presence and support.  Even though many of the faces
were a blur, those hours became a precious gift that I will always cherish.  Being in the company of so many
people who were there for the sole reason of being present with us in our hour of grief made that time much
easier than if we had to endure it alone.  All these years later, I still remember that sense of love surround me,
holding me up, assuring me that I was not alone as I now faced life without my Father.

Ever since I experienced death in my own life (which would be repeated when my Mother died in December
2008), I have appreciated the importance of visiting families who have lost loved ones.  It doesn’t matter if we
have the right words – or any words – to say to them in their time of mourning (I don’t remember much of
what was said to me); what is important is being present, offering our comforting and embrace and loving
touch, letting them know that they are not alone in this journey through the “valley of the shadow of death.” 
Even if I am not presiding at the service, I try as much as possible to attend the visitations of families who are
experiencing what we endured on that cold November weekend many years ago.

In her courageous book Andrew, You Died Too Soon, Corinne Chilstrom describes the experience she and her
husband Herbert endured when their teenage son Andrew died suddenly.  Among her recollections is her
account of what the presence of family and friends at the visitation and funeral had meant to them:

· “Later, when we were once again able to function, they gave us a list of people to thank.  They had
carried the load for us, gotten others to help when we weren’t able to help ourselves.  Although the
burden of sorrow was heavy, we didn’t have to bear it alone.  We began to understand more than ever
before what Paul meant when he wrote, ‘Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill
the law of Christ’ (Galatians 6:2).”



In the Jewish tradition, the death of a family member is followed by a ritual known as “sitting shiva” (Hebrew
for “seven”), which is a week-long mourning period for first-degree relatives (mother, father, son, daughter,
brother, sister) during which family members gather in one home (preferably the home of the deceased) and
receive visitors.  The tradition is rooted in Genesis 50:1-14, in which Joseph mourns the death of his father
Jacob for seven days (“ … they held there a great and sorrowful lamentation; and he observed a time of
mourning for his father seven days.” – 50:10).  While some elements of sitting shiva differ from our Christian
rites (the visitation period is after the burial, since observant Jews perform burials within 24 hours of a death;
and the family receives visitors in their home rather than in a funeral chapel), those who sit with the family
during these days of mourning are offering themselves, their presence, their comforting and supporting
embrace so that those who are living in “darkness and the shadow of death” know that they are surrounding
by those who have come to bear their burdens alongside of them.

It is for the purpose of sitting shiva that Jesus journeys to Bethany to the home of Mary and Martha, who are
surrounded by their family, friends, and neighbors as they mourn the death of their brother Lazarus.  We know
from Luke 10:38-42 that Jesus had previously been a guest in their home (“Now as they went on their way, he
entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home.  She had a sister named
Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying.” – 10:38-39).  But contrary to Corinne
Chilstrom’s words that instruct us to “run to the griever; drop everything; get there as fast as you can,” Jesus is
in no hurry to travel to Bethany, even though the first news he receives is that “he whom you love is ill” rather
than dead (John 11:3).  Even when he learns of Lazarus’s death, Jesus’ response is puzzling: “For your sake I am
glad I was not there, so that you may believe.  But let us go to him.” (11:15).  He doesn’t arrive in Bethany until
Lazarus had been in the tomb for four days, which underscores the finality of his death (according to popular
Jewish belief at the time of Jesus, the soul hovered around the body in the grave for three days after death,
hoping to reenter the body).

When Jesus finally arrives in Bethany, he discovers that “many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to
console them about their brother.” (11:19).  When the sisters hear of Jesus’ arrival, Martha leaves to meet him
while Mary stays in the house to continue sitting shiva with the fellow mourners.  Martha’s greeting to Jesus is
an expression of both regret (“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” – 11:21) and faith
(“But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” – 11:22).  Martha’s expression of regret
should not be interpreted as her scolding Jesus for not arriving sooner, for “no criticism of Jesus for not coming
sooner is implied.” (Rudolf Schnackenberg).  When Jesus assures her that “your brother will rise again,” Martha
affirms her belief in one of the central tenets of the Jewish faith: “I know that he will rise again in the
resurrection at the last day.” (11:24).  The belief in the general resurrection of the dead can be traced back in
the Bible to Daniel 12:2: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life,
and some to shame and everlasting contempt.”

But Jesus’ statement about Martha’s brother rising again is not in reference to what she and others believed;
instead, Jesus declares that “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die,
will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” (11:25-26).  The promise of resurrection and
life is not lodged in some distant event, but is available already in the person of Jesus, who is the fulfillment of
messianic expectations.  “By announcing that he is both the resurrection and the life, Jesus affirms his
sovereignty over the present and future lives of believers.” (Gail O’Day).

There are two distinct aspect of Jesus’ statement to Martha:
· For Jesus to be the “resurrection” means that physical death has no power over believers; their future

is determined by their faith in Jesus, not by their death (“And this is the will of him who sent me, that I
should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day.  This is indeed the will of
my Father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may have eternal life, and I will raise them up on
the last day.” – 6:39-40).



· For Jesus to be the “life” means that the believer’s present is also determined by Jesus power for life,
experienced as the gift of eternal life (“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believe him
who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life.” –
5:24).

Jesus follow his statement with a question that challenges Martha’s faith in the word of the one she knows as
“Lord”: “Do you believe this?”  This is the critical question, for unless one believes in Jesus and his Word, the
transformed life he offers is rendered void.  Martha’s response is couched in the formal language of
confession: “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”
(11:27).  Jesus’ words about his power over life and death are revelatory of Jesus as the Son of God (“Very
truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and
those who hear will live.” – 5:25).

· “Jesus does not reject Martha’s traditional titles, but he will demonstrate the deeper truth that lies
behind them.  Martha does not yet fully understand that ‘the light and the life’ (20:31) have already
come into the world.” – Raymond Brown.

Jesus demonstrates this “deeper truth” when he arrives at Lazarus’ tomb.  Martha accompanies him, and her
words draw attention to the reality of death that Jesus confronts at this place of burial: “Lord, already there is a
stench because he has been dead four days.” (11:39).  Jewish burial at this time did not involve embalming, as it
did in Egypt (“Joseph commanded the physicians in his service to embalm his father.  So the physicians
embalmed Israel; they spent forty days in doing this, for that is the time required for embalming.” – Genesis
50:2-3).  The body was anointed with perfume and wrapped, but after four days would have begun to
decompose.  After reminding Martha that he had told her that “if you believed, you would see the glory of God”
(11:40), the stone that sealed to tomb was removed, and Jesus offers a prayer of thanksgiving for his
relationship with God:

· “Father, I thank you for having heard me.  I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the
sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you have sent me.” – 11:41-42.

The prayer is a powerful acknowledgment from Jesus to God of the relationship to which Jesus has repeatedly
appealed throughout his ministry: “In him that which is promised to his followers as eschatological possibility is
realized.” (Rudolf Bultmann).

The description of the miracle is brief and comes at the very end of the story, unlike other miracle stories in
which the miraculous event occurs at the beginning.  When Jesus cries out loudly “Lazarus, come out!” (11:43),
the dead man responds by rising out of the tomb, “his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face
wrapped in a cloth” (11:44), the remnants of his burial preparations.  Once Jesus orders those who have
accompanied him to “unbind him, and let him go,” the result is that “many of the Jews, who had come with
Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him.” (11:45).

· “What is crucial in the raising of Lazarus is that Jesus has given physical life as a sign of his power to
give eternal life on this earth and as a promise that on the last day he will raise the dead.” – Brown.

Jesus comes to the home of Mary and Martha to sit shiva along with all those who love these sisters and
mourn the death of their brother along with them.  He comes to weep with them, to be present with them, “to
share our mutual woes, our mutual burdens bear” (ELW Hymn 656).  He comes to offer the gift of himself,
which is the greatest gift we can offer each other at the hour of death.  But Jesus also comes to them on that
day to give the gift that only he, “the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world,” can offer: the
gift of hope that is rooted in the good news that Jesus Christ is the resurrection and the life, that his love for us



is everlasting and his relationship so enduring that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children
sever” (ELW Hymn 781).  In raising Lazarus from the dead, Jesus offers us a sign that for all who are in Christ,
death is not the final word: “in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.” (John 1:4).

· “One thing, and only one thing, is necessary for Christian life, righteousness, and freedom.  That one
thing is the most holy Word of God, the gospel of Christ, as Christ says in John 11 [:25], ‘I am the
resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.’” – Martin Luther, The
Freedom of a Christian.

I will always be grateful to the many people who came to the Scarpa Funeral Home to share in our time of
mourning.  Their presence was a blessing that gave me strength to endure that occasion for which I was not
prepared, walking through the valley of the shadow of death that was a strange and frightening place.  Nothing
could take away the grief and sadness that my father’s death brought me, but knowing that there were people
who cared enough about us to share this time and to offer themselves was the greatest blessing I could have
received.  It is a gift that I try to share with others as often as possible.

On the day after the visitation, we gathered in my home church for my father’s funeral service.  This was the
place where I first learned about God’s love, the place where I was baptized and became a child of God, a place
where I grew in the knowledge that “Jesus loves me, this I know; for the Bible tells me so.”  Many of the people
who were with us at the funeral home were also present that morning in St. Peter’s; but I also knew that along
with the loving presence of family, friends, and neighbors was the loving presence of our Lord and Saviour who
was among us not only to console us but also to bring that word of hope which is at the heart of our Christian
faith: that Jesus Christ is the resurrection and the life; that because he lives, we too shall live also; and that “if
we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united in a resurrection like his.” (Romans
6:5).

· “Being in relationship with Jesus means facing death and grief with him and learning that still, in spite
of the death and the dryness and the finality of the door at the entrance to the tomb of our hopes, he
can still be said to be life.  Nothing is ever so dead that it keeps him from being that in himself and for
us.  And in John that life is not only future hope.  Abundant life is always ever now.” – Meda Stamper.

I never understood the importance of visiting hours at a funeral until I was the one being visited.  As I was
blessed by the visits of so many wonderful, loving, supportive people, I know that the gift of my presence is
also the greatest blessing I can give to those who are now in the place I was on that November weekend.  And
as I was blessed by Christ’s loving presence that assured me that all who are in Christ abide with him forever,
all of us who are in Christ Jesus can sing the words that are at the heart of our faith: “in life, in death, O Lord,
abide with me.” Amen.


