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Our celebration of All Saints' Day last week focussed, quite properly, upon the interconnectedness of every member of the church -- at all times and in all places. This interconnectedness will be manifested finally in heaven, where all of God's people will live with him and with each other for eternity. 

I know of a country song whose refrain is, "Everybody wants to go to heaven, but nobody wants to die." Today's Gospel talks about the aspect of the process of getting to heaven that causes the most heartache. I am referring to the deaths of people we love and the sadness that comes from being separated from them. 

Jesus is talking to some of his critics when a ruler -- a sort of synagogue vestryman -- approaches him. The man's daughter has just died, but he thinks Jesus can bring her back to life. Jesus and his disciples get up immediately and go to the ruler's house. 

On their way there, a woman who has been hemorrhaging blood for twelve years comes up behind Jesus and grabs the hem of his cloak. She believes she can be healed just by touching his clothing. She doesn't want to approach him face to face, because her condition makes her unclean. If Jesus knows he is touching her, he will become unclean too. 

Jesus turns around to look at her. He says, "Daughter, be of good comfort; thy faith hath made thee whole." The woman is healed of her condition immediately. 

When the party arrives at the ruler's house, they see and hear all of the normal signs of Jewish mourning -- people are making noise and the hired minstrels are playing dirges on their flutes. Jesus tells them, "You can all go home now -- the girl is not dead, she is only sleeping." 

After the mourners get done laughing at him, Jesus goes into the girl's bedroom, he takes her by the hand, and she gets up. St. Matthew concludes, "And the fame hereof went abroad into all that land" -- no surprise there. 

The best-known resurrection in the gospels is Jesus' own -- on the first Easter Day, after he had been crucified, dead, and buried on Good Friday. Today's Gospel describes one of the three resurrections Jesus performs during his earthly ministry. They are different from his own resurrection, because the three people he raised from death all died, as it were more permanently, later on. But they serve as previews of his resurrection and as assurances to us that Jesus is stronger than death. 

Jesus performs each of the three resurrections -- today's, and those of the son of the widow of Nain and Lazarus -- in response to the grieving of members of their respective families. Here he responds to a father's sorrow, in Nain to the plight of a single childless mother, and at Bethany to the bereavement of Lazarus's sisters Mary and Martha. There is no particular suggestion that Jesus does the resurrections for the sake of the dead people themselves. 

We get two very positive pieces of information from all that. First of all, we don't need to be sorry for people who have died. They have not been obliterated. Dead people are, as both Jesus and St. Paul assure us, only sleeping. I quote St. John's words at every burial, "Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord, even so saith the Spirit; for they rest from their labours." The dead are happy if for no other reason than that they are finally resting -- they are where they cannot be bothered. 

Second, the emphasis an families reinforces one of the messages of All Saints' Day. We are all connected. In heaven all of our human relationships will be put back together -- after we have had time to rest. We can bury people we love without failing into total despair, because we know we are going to see them again. 

As the hymn puts it, "O then what raptured greetings/on Canaan's happy shore/What knitting severed friendships up/ Where partings are no more/Then eyes with joy shall sparkle/ That brimmed with tears of late/Orphans no longer fatherless/Nor widows desolate." 

Finally, we should learn something from the examples of both the dead girl's father and the woman with the bleeding problem. They believed Jesus could do what they wanted him to do. When we pray, we should approach God with confidence. 

That takes us beyond mere positive thinking to a position of complete openness and acceptance. We are confident that God will do what is best for us. We are confident that 'he loves us enough to listen to what we want. We can't expect answers if we don't ask for them. We can't expect answers if we don't think God can provide them. 

St. James puts it this way, "Ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed. For let not that man think that he shall receive anything of the Lord." 

The Collect: O Lord, we beseech thee, absolve thy people from their offences; that through thy bountiful goodness we may all be delivered from the hands of those sins, which by our frailty we have committed. Grant this, O heavenly Father, for the sake of Jesus Christ, our blessed Lord and Saviour. Amen.
The Epistle: Colossians 1: 3 - 12

The Gospel: St. Matthew 9: 18 - 22 
