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Emmanuel. God With Us 
 
This past week I came across an article in the Harvard Business Review called, That 
Discomfort You’re Feeling is Grief.1 This article was written by a journalist named 
Scott Berinato after he participated in a staff meeting, where one of his colleagues 
named what she was feeling as grief, and everyone just nodded their heads. When I 
read this, it really hit home. I think that grief is the foremost feeling that I am 
experiencing, and in many of the calls and zoom conferences I’ve had this week, it 
seems to me that most of us are experiencing this sense of collective grief.  
 
So moved by this, Berinato decided to reach out to David Kessler, who is a grief 
expert, in order to bring his readers some guidance and some tools for navigating 
this grief-filled moment. Kessler asserts that of the most important steps for 
processing grief is to just name it as grief. Identify it. Call it out for what it is. He says, 
“When you name it, you feel it and it moves through you…Your work is to feel your 
sadness and fear and anger …Fighting it doesn’t help because your body is 
producing the feeling. If we allow the feelings to happen, they’ll happen in an 
orderly way.”  
 
He says, “It’s absurd to think we shouldn’t feel grief right now,” and he invites us to 
let ourselves “feel the grief and keep going.” 
 
Feel the grief and keep going. Metaphorically, of course. Please stay home. Don’t go 
anywhere.  
 
It’s hard to do this, I know. It is hard to feel the grief we are feeling. It does not feel 
good. But the foremost expert on grief tells us that the only way to get rid ourselves 
of it is to go through it. To feel it. Name it. And keep going. 
 
In our gospel reading for today, we encounter a group of people experiencing 
communal grief over the loss of their beloved Lazarus. We receive a glimpse into 
how they mourned and wept and processed their grief. And we are even given a 
glimpse into how Christ himself, and by extension God herself, experiences and 
processes grief right alongside us. 
 

 
1 https://hbr.org/2020/03/that-discomfort-youre-feeling-is-grief 
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Before we get there, though, I feel the need to name a few of the more problematic 
parts of this text and frankly, the gospel of John as a whole. The first is how the 
writer is extremely preoccupied with attacking “the Jews.” What you should know, 
of course, is that this particular gospel was written in and for a community of Jewish 
people.  
 
It was likely a late first century community of folks who were trying to live into the 
vision of the world they had received from the Jesus movement. But this was a 
direct challenge to the religious authorities of the time. So, the powers that be 
basically told anyone who professed any kind of faith in Christ or sought to live 
according to what he preached would be kicked out of the synagogue, which was the 
center of all communal life. 
  
So scholars attribute the gospel writer’s constant critique of “the Jews” not to Jewish 
people in general, but the leaders in these communities who were abusing their 
positions of power and authority to exile their own people whenever they dared to 
challenge them.  
 
This is intertwined with John’s second problematic preoccupation with proving the 
divinity of Christ and asserting in a number of ways that one is only saved if they 
believe in Jesus as the Christ. Again, this is likely connected to the fact that as folks 
were trying to order their community in a different way, but were experiencing 
persecution and exile, the writer of this gospel sought to provide them with some 
comfort and assurance that what they were doing was worth it.  
 
This is of course just one theologian’s read on the gospel of John, but it feels 
important to name these things particularly because this gospel has been used to 
justify anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, and I think it does a lot of good to try to 
unpack these ancient texts and seek to bring life and love out of them rather than 
exile and hatred.  
 
Finally, the most problematic part of this text, I think, is how arrogant and 
thoughtless Jesus comes across. He literally lets his friend, the one whom he loves 
die, just so he can prove his power?  
 
One way to read this could be that John’s preoccupation with proving Christ’s 
divinity is in the way. But this also reminds me of another exchange Jesus had with a 
Syrophoenician woman.2 The woman who asked Jesus to heal her daughter, to 
which Jesus replied by saying that it is not right to take the food of children to it to 

 
2 Mark 7:24-30 



dogs, by which he meant that as a non-Jewish person, she didn’t deserve to eat at the 
table with the true children of God.  
 
In godly wisdom, she responded by saying, “even dogs get to eat the crumbs that fall 
from the table.”  
 
At this rebuke, Jesus not only healed the daughter, but he literally changed course, 
headed out into Gentile territory to proclaim the gospel and heal the sick among the 
folks he previously thought of as dogs.  
 
I am suggesting that this Gentile woman taught Jesus something about who he is and 
what he is called to do. And I am reminded of this story, because it seems that Mary 
might have done this as well.   
 
After their brother’s brother, upon seeing Jesus, both sisters say the same thing: 
“Lord if you had been here, my brother wouldn’t have died.” Martha quickly follows 
it up with, “but I trust you, and I know God listens to you, and I know everything is 
going to be okay.”  
 
But Mary ain’t having it. She cannot believe that Jesus has done this to her. “Lord if 
you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Period.  
 

Lord if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 
 

It is with this rebuke that I imagine Jesus’ arrogance and thoughtlessness once again 
rolling away as he comes to learn something so immensely important about who he 
is and what he is called to do. For this is where he learns what it feels like to be fully 
human. To feel the full weight of grief and deep sadness when one experiences this 
kind of loss. Even when, especially when, you know that in a few moments, the one 
you love will be returned.  
 
Even though he knew that God would answer him, and soon everything would be 
okay, Jesus began to weep. Jesus opened up and allowed himself to feel his grief. To 
feel the sadness and the fear and the anger that comes with great loss. He allowed 
himself to grieve. In doing so, he allowed himself to feel and know what it really 
means to be human. 
 
And not only that, but we as readers come to learn what it really means that God is 
with us as one of us. We come to know that our God, Emmanuel, saw it fit to become 
fully one of us, to open Godself up to really know and feel the fullness of being 
human.  
 



This is good news for us today, because I have to tell you, my friends, that I am 
feeling a lot of grief. And I am processing it much like Mary. Weeping and crying out 
to God, “If you were only here.” 
 
And the comfort God offers us this day, and every day, is that God is moved by our 
plea. For God is here, and God is deeply troubled at the state our world, the state of 
our communities. The state of our beings. God is here and God weeps right alongside 
us.  
 
And the hope God offers us this day, and every day, is that God is here with us 
working through us. God is working through our hospital staff: nurses, janitors, 
doctors, and advocates. God is working through our first responders and grocery 
store and pharmacy employees. God is working through each and every one of us, 
who has dared to gather on a strange, and heretofore unknown platform known as 
Zoom.  
 
Even in, especially in the midst of so much loss and grief, God is with us, weeping 
and mourning and grieving alongside us. AND God is working through us, bringing 
hope, bringing healing, bringing life and love and joy.  
 
Thanks be to God! Emmanuel, God with us, as one of us. Amen. 
 
 
 


