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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

All Saints’ Sunday; November 1st, 2015 

John 11:32-44 

“Jesus with Arms Strong as Trucks” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Lazarus was ill and his sisters, Mary and Martha, sent word to 

Jesus to come to their home in Bethany.  Jesus, however, tarries 

and stayed where he was two days longer.  He does so, 

according to the telling of the story, so that God will be 

glorified.  Finally Jesus tells his disciples it is time to go to 

Judea for Lazarus has fallen asleep and it is time to awaken him.  

The disciples warn Jesus that it is not safe for him to be in 

Judea, and if Lazarus is only asleep he will be fine. Jesus 

declares that he walks in daylight and does not stumble; in other 

words, Jesus declares he knows what he is doing. 

 

When Jesus arrives he finds that Lazarus has been in the tomb 

for four days.  Martha goes out to meet Jesus.  She is upset.  If 

only Jesus had been there her beloved brother would not have 

died.  Jesus speaks to Martha about resurrection and life.  She 

then goes to get her sister Mary who also declares to Jesus that 

if he had been there her beloved brother would not have died.  

Jesus, seeing her distress and the distress of the gathered 

community, begins to weep.  Some of the people seeing Jesus’ 

tears commented that he must have really loved Lazarus.  

Others said – “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind 

man have kept this man from dying?”  

John 11:38-44 

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb.  It was a 

cave, and a stone was lying against it.  Jesus said, “Take away 
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the stone.”  Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, 

“Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four 

days.”  Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you 

believed, you would see the glory of God?”  So they took away 

the stone.  And Jesus looked upward and said, “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 sent me.”  When he had said this, he 

cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”  The dead man 

came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his 

face wrapped in a cloth.  Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and 

let him go.”  

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Lazarus was in the grip of the tomb. 

He was not the only one. 

Lazarus’ sisters, the gathered community of mourners,  

they all were bound by the heavy stone of mortality. 

After a time, Jesus came to put death in its proper place. 

Jesus came to show them – and us – the way to live free  

from the bondage of fearfulness  

about the fragility of our lives on earth. 

Jesus came to release them – and us –   

from death’s dark shadow  

and to set us back into the world of abundance and peace. 

~~~~~~~~ 

As I’ve grown older and been to and presided over many 

funerals, I’ve come to a method for evaluating whether or not 
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the funeral was a good one.  If I leave a funeral and feel fearful 

about my own death or questioned about my salvation or about 

the goodness of the world in which we live, then, for me that 

funeral was a failure.  If, on the other hand, I leave a funeral 

feeling confident that the world is in the arms of a loving God 

and if I leave convicted that I am loved and can be a more 

loving person, then, I say, the funeral has been to God’s glory 

and to my benefit and the benefit of all those in attendance.  

Death and our burial of the dead are moments in life when we 

fall into a sense of the depth of life’s meaning and of God’s 

eternal care.   

 

Lazarus’ funeral was a good one because the presiding pastor, 

Jesus, took the gathered community into the depth of life’s 

meaning and the depths of God’s eternal care. 

~~~~~~~~ 

This Sunday is All Saints’ Sunday.  On this day we give thanks 

for those who have gone before us on this earth.  We 

re-member them as we gather around this table and join voices  

with angels and archangels,  

with prophets, apostles, and martyrs,  

and with all the faithful of every time and place,  

who forever sing to the glory of your name:  

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,  

heaven and earth are full of your glory.   

Hosanna in the highest.   

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.   

Hosanna in the highest. 

The deep message of this day is that nothing can separate us 

from God or, finally, from those we love.   



 4 

All of us go down to the dust,  

yet even at the grave we make our song...  

Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.   

Jesus came to free us from the grip of the tomb so that we might 

live our lives with courage and with hope and all the while 

trusting that God holds the whole world – the living and the 

dead –  in God’s loving embrace.  Even and especially as we 

grieve, as we mourn, as we sorrow over the deaths of those we 

love, Jesus invites us to trust that God somehow will turn 

mourning into dancing.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Walter Wangerin, Jr., Lutheran pastor and now writer and 

teacher at Valparaiso University wrote a book with that title – 

Mourning into Dancing and in the book he tells this story to a 

grieving mother ... and this is the conclusion to this sermon on 

trusting God in life and in death... 

 When I was a boy, I told people that my father was 

stronger than anyone else in the world.  He was a handsome 

man in those days.  He had a curl of hair at the middle of his 

forehead, and brown eyes, and a pulsing muscle in his jaw.  

And he loved me.   

 So I would go out on the front porch and roar to the 

neighborhood: “My daddy’s arm is as strong as trucks!  The 

strongest man in the world.” My mother came out and said, 

“Are you trying to start a fight with someone?”  I said, 

“Nope.”  She said, “Then what do you mean by shouting?”  I 

said, “Robbers beware.  A strong man lives in this house.” 

“Well,” she said, “Wally beware.  Big words, big deeds, you 

know.”  When my mother went back inside the house, I 

bellowed, “My daddy’s the strongest man in the world. Big 
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words, big deeds, you know!”  I had no idea what that meant.  

But momma did.   

 In those days a cherry tree grew in our backyard.  This 

was my hiding place.  Ten feet above the ground a stout limb 

made a horizontal fork, a cradle on which I could lie face-down, 

reading, thinking, being alone.  Nobody bothered me here.  

Even my parents didn’t know where I went to hide.  Sometimes 

Daddy would come out and call, “Wally?  Wally?” but he 

didn’t see me in the leaves.   

 I felt very tricky.  Then came the thunderstorm.   

 It was usual for me to dream in my tree and therefore not 

to notice changes in the weather.  So if the sky grew dark or 

gave any warning, I didn’t see it.  One day suddenly, a wind 

tore through the backyard and struck my cherry tree with such 

force that it ripped the book from my hands and nearly threw me 

from the limb.  I locked my arms around the forking branches 

and hung on.  My head hung down between them.  I tried to 

wind my legs around the limb, but the whole tree was wallowing 

in the wind.  

 “Daddy!”   

 The sky grew absolutely black.  Dust whirled higher than 

the house.  I saw a lightning bolt drop from heaven, the there 

was a perfect calm, and then the thunder crashed.   

 “Daddy!  Daddy! Daddy!” 

 The whole tree bowed down and rose again, and the wind 

blew my shirt up to my shoulders, and the rain hit like bullets, 

and I thought my arms were going to slip from the branches.  

 “Daddeeeeee!” 

 There he was.  I saw his face at the back door, peering 

out.  Lightning stuttered in the sky.  “Out here!  Up here!  
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I’m here! Daddy, come get me!” 

 The branches swept up and down, like huge waves on an 

ocean – and Daddy saw me, and right away he came out into 

the wind and the weather, and I felt so relieved because I just 

took it for granted that he would climb right up the tree to get 

me.  But that wasn’t his plan at all.  He came to a spot right 

below me and lifted his arms and shouted, “Jump.”  “What?”  

“Jump.  I’ll catch you.”  Jump? I had a crazy man for a father.  

He was standing six or seven miles beneath me, holding up two 

skinny arms and telling me to jump.  If I jumped, he’d miss. I’d 

hit the ground and die.  I screamed, “No!”  At least I could 

feel the bark of the branches against my body. “No!”  I made 

up my mind.  I’d stay right here till the storm was over.  I 

closed my eyes and hung on.   

 But the wind and the rain slapped that cherry tree, bent it 

back, and cracked my limb at the trunk.  I dropped a foot.  My 

eyes flew open.  The wood whined and splintered and sank, and 

so did I, in bloody terror.  No, I did not jump.  I let go.  I 

surrendered.  I fell.  In a fast, eternal moment I despaired and 

plummeted.  This, I thought, is what it’s like to die –  

 But my father caught me.  

 And my father squeezed me to himself.  I wrapped my arms 

and legs around him and felt the scratch of his whiskers on my 

face and began to tremble and cry.  He caught me.  Oh, my 

daddy – he had strong arms indeed.  Very strong arms.  But it 

wasn’t until I actually experienced the strength that I also 

believe in it.  And I myself did not choose so frightening an 

experience. The storm did.  Horrible storm.  Wonderful storm.  

It granted me what I had had all along, but what I had not 

trusted.  A father with arms as strong as trucks (From 
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Mourning into Dancing, pages 267-268).    

~~~~~~~~ 

Thanks be to God for God’s arms strong as trucks! 

Thanks be to God for all the saints  

who have fallen into those arms.    

Thanks be to God for our lives  

and may we live them free from the grip of tomb  

and trusting always in God who catches us when we fall.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


