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When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four 

days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the 

Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When 

Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at 

home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 

have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of 

him.” Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I 

know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her, 

“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. Do you 

believe this?” She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the 

Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  

 

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her 

privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, 

she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but 

was still at the place where Martha had met him. The Jews who were with her in 

the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her 

because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When Mary 

came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if 

you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her 

weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed 

in spirit and deeply moved. He said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to 

him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, “See how he 

loved him!” But some of them said, “Could not he, who opened the eyes of the 

blind man, have kept this man from dying?” (John 11:17-37) 

 

* * * * * 
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VALENTINE’S DAY and ASH WEDNESDAY 

 

This past Wednesday, we celebrated Valentine’s Day. For many, the day was filled with candy 

hearts, Hallmark cards, boxes of chocolates, dozens of roses, and date nights for couples in love.   

 

On Wednesday, my family woke up bright and early to exchange chocolates, sweet treats, and 

presents for the kids. I especially enjoyed giving my children great big Valentine’s hugs and 

kisses on their sweet cheeks. My kids are two years old and four months old, and they are the 

most precious gifts from God. Every day I thank God for my children, Joshua and Lydia.   

 

While on the secular calendar it was Valentine’s Day, a day to celebrate life and love, on the 

Christian calendar, it was also Ash Wednesday, a day to remember our mortality and the 

fragileness of life. 

 

On Ash Wednesday at our Birmingham campus, you may have joined us for worship where we 

placed the sign of the cross on our forehead in ashes. The ashes help us remember that God made 

us from fragile, blessed dust, and breathes into us the breath of life and love. From dust we are 

created in God’s image and to God’s good dust we shall return. Ash Wednesday makes us come 

face-to-face with the reality that we are beautiful creations of God, but we are also mortal. So 

from the dust that God created us, breathing in life and love into our very beings, we will also 

return to dust. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” as the saying goes.   

 

On Wednesday, we celebrated two things: Valentine’s Day and Ash Wednesday. We embraced 

love and laughter with our loved ones, and we embraced the reality of the fragile sacredness of 

life. From dust we are created, to God’s good dust we shall return. 

 

PARKLAND, FLORDIA 

  

If you have followed the news this week, then you will also know that on Wednesday there was a 

tragic school shooting in Parkland, Florida. The shooting took place in a high school. Teenagers 

and teachers were the victims of brutal violence. It’s a headline on the nightly news that we have 

become too familiar with watching. Yet again, there was a school shooting, ending the lives of 

children and teachers. 

 

If you’ve watched the news or read the paper, the beautiful stories of the students and teachers 

have been shared.   

 

1. Alyssa was a soccer player 

2. Mr. Beigel was a geography teacher 

3. Martin was a funny, outgoing kid 

4. Nicholas was on swim team 

5. Mr. Feis was a coach 

6. Jaime was the youngest child of the family 

7. Mr. Hixon was an athletic director 

8. Luke was always happy and smiling 

9. Cara was a dancer 
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10. Gina was on color guard 

11. Joaquin was a football and basketball player  

12. Alaina was a volunteer extraordinaire and active in her church 

13. Meadow was a lovely young woman full of energy 

14. Helena was smart, kind hearted, and thoughtful 

15. Alex was in the marching band 

16. Carmen was a National Merit Scholar semifinalist 

17. Peter was a member of the ROTC 

 

All of these teenagers and teachers had something for which they were known. They each had 

unique stories and gifts. I imagine that they each had touched the lives of so many. I imagine that 

they each had left an impact upon the world in their short years upon this earth. And they all held 

in common the fact they were all beautiful, beloved children of God.   

 

I can’t help but think about how the students and teachers started out their morning. Their 

mornings might have started out similar to my family’s. They might have exchanged cards and 

chocolates, embraced each other with big hugs and kisses, then headed out the door to school 

like it was any ordinary morning. But that morning, after they exchanged Valentines they headed 

to school, only to have tragedy strike. 

 

Who knew that that morning families would celebrate Valentine’s together, and then that 

afternoon, on Ash Wednesday, they would literally come face-to-face with their mortality?   

 

From God’s good dust they were created, and to God’s dust they did return.   

But it was not their time.   

It was too soon.   

They were just children.   

It was a tragic act of violence.  

 

My heart breaks for the families and the community who lost loved ones. I can hardly imagine 

the pain they must be experiencing.   

 

Unfortunately, all too often we hear of shootings on the news. While it’s shocking to hear of a 

shooting and our hearts break over such violence, we have also become accustomed to hearing 

such news. We have become accustomed to hearing that if it’s not at a school, or church, or mall 

or movie theater, then it’s a shooting in some other public location. Our hearts might be breaking 

to hear of yet again one more shooting, but we are certainly not shocked to hear of a school 

shooting. After all, it’s become far too common. Why is that?   

 

Because school shootings have become such a common occurrence, our children now practice 

“active-shooter” drills in school. Not only do they practice fire drills and tornado drills, but they 

practice active-shooter drills. They practice what to do in the instance that someone, or a group 

of people, were to come into their school with a weapon and begin shooting.   
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I’m conflicted on what to think about this. Should I be happy that the schools practice safety 

drills in an attempt to keep my children safe? Or should I be angry that my children have to 

practice such safety drills to begin with?   

 

The reality is, we live in a world where children practice safety drills at school. They practice 

fire drills, tornado drills, and my heart breaks to know that they also practice active-shooter 

drills. I’m a child of the ’80s and I went through high school in the late ’90s and early 2000s.  

When I was going through school, we did not practice active-shooter drills. My reality was not 

mass shootings in the schools. But it is the reality for our children today.   

 

As a parent, I’m afraid to send my children to school. Joshua is two and Lydia is four months 

old.  I’m afraid to send them to school because their reality as a school-age child will be so much 

different than mine. I practiced fire drills and tornado drills. But my kids will also practice 

active-shooter drills. It breaks my heart that that is our reality today.   

 

As a parent, this is a time when I struggle with what to say, for my heart breaks, the tears well 

up, and it almost becomes too challenging to be able to say anything. What will I say to my 

children when they are in school and practicing active-shooter drills?   

 

Joshua has entered the world of asking the “why” question. What will I say to him when he asks 

“why” they are practicing those drills? The answer to the question is really scary. I guess I would 

tell my son: “Because, Joshua, you have to be prepared in case someone were to come into your 

school and start shooting.” 

 

As a pastor, there are times when I struggle with what to say, as well. This week is our first 

Sunday of Lent, and the sermon series we are starting is called Giving Up. We are looking at all 

of the things we need to give up so that we might embrace the good gifts that God has in store 

for us. Today in our Lenten sermon series, the focus on giving up fear and embracing faith. I had 

a different sermon planned for you, and then Wednesday’s shooting took place, so my sermon 

got tossed out. It seemed a little too Pollyanna in light of such tragedy.   

 

So, living in a world where evil, injustice, oppression, violence and hatred exist can make us 

experience a lot of fear. Whether it is things in the world to fear or personal fears, there are a lot 

of fears that can take hold of us and grip our hearts.   

 

I wonder what Jesus might do if he were standing face-to-face with us in the sanctuary this 

morning. I wonder what Jesus might do if he were sitting in the pews with us this morning.   

 

I think he would weep.   

 

I think he would weep just like he did when Mary and Martha brought him to their brother, 

Lazarus. Seeing Mary, Martha and the Jews grieving the loss of their brother, Jesus was moved 

with compassion and began to weep himself.   
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I think Jesus is weeping over the violence experienced by school-aged children this week. And I 

think Jesus would want us to know that violence, evil, injustice and destruction are not the ways 

that he is calling us to live. 

 

When I think about the Lazarus’ story in the gospel, we see a community of people who are 

weeping and trying to make sense of Lazarus’ death. Both Mary and Martha tell Jesus: “Lord, if 

you had been here, our brother would not have died.” 

 

Sometimes in the face of evil, injustice, violence and oppression, we find ourselves saying that 

same thing: “Lord, if you had been here, our brother would not have died.”  

 

But the truth is, in the face of evil, injustice, violence and oppression, Jesus is there. Jesus is 

always there.   

 

In the midst of those things, Jesus is calling out to us to do something—to stand up to evil, 

injustice, violence and oppression. Jesus is calling out to us to move beyond our fear and step out 

in faith to do something—to speak out, to act out, to stand up.   

 

There’s more to the gospel story when we continue reading Lazarus’ story. Let’s turn to John 

11:38-44 to finish the story:   

 

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

was lying against it. Jesus said, “Take away 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.” 

 

When Jesus raised Lazarus, he called upon Mary, Martha and the crowd to do something. He 

called them to unbind Lazarus and let him go. We too are called to do something! We can’t just 

sit passively by. Jesus is calling us to do something!    

 

In the midst of evil, injustice, violence and oppression, Jesus is calling out to us to love our 

neighbor as we love ourselves. The heart of the gospel calls us to live and love as Jesus, it calls 

us share our faith in the world through loving and just actions, it calls us to make visible love in 

the world. It calls us to say, enough of the evil, injustice, violence and oppression in the world…. 

that is not the way of Jesus! The way of Jesus is love, peace, grace and mercy.   

 

As we contemplate the tragic stories of this week, I think Jesus would want us to remember that 

while tragic stories like Parkland, Florida may occur, that does not have to be the narrative that 
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we continue to allow being told. We can write a different narrative for our children. We can set a 

different future for them.   

 

We can live as people of faith, which calls us to go forth in making changes in the world so that 

our children might live in a world with less gun violence and fear as they enter the doors of their 

schools.   

 

A CALL TO PRAYER and ACTION 

 

When I read the gospels, I encounter story after story of Jesus living a life of peace and working 

for justice. Jesus showed mercy and love to all those he met. And Jesus asks the same of us—to 

live a life of peace, working for justice, and showing mercy and love to all those we meet.       

 

What can we, as United Methodists, do in the face of fear? How can we live as people of faith? 

How can we seek justice and peace? How can we walk humbly with our God? How can we walk 

in the faithful footsteps of Christ so that we might be a part of building the Kingdom of God here 

on earth?   

 

Let’s start with prayer. Pray for the children and families that lost loved ones. Pray for the 

students and teachers in Parkland, Florida. Pray for all students and teachers across the nation 

and around the world. Let’s start with prayer. Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayers!  

 

And let’s keep on praying! Pray for our leaders and politicians; pray that they might work 

together peacefully. Pray that voices would be heard on both sides of the aisle. Pray that peace 

might come and leaders might work together for the benefit of our children.   

 

From prayer, consider how you might reach out in love and compassion in the world.   

 

Consider how you might assist those who have been affected by gun violence. How might we 

engage in mission by supporting those who have been victims of gun violence? Are there 

tangible ways that our congregation can support persons impacted by such tragedies as Parkland, 

Florida?     

 

As people of faith, let us also consider how we might be advocates for a more just society. How 

might we advocate for safer societies so that our children go to safer schools?    

 

As followers of Jesus, we can give up fear and embrace faith by putting our faith into action. We 

can act upon our faith through prayer, and consider other ways that we might seek to make 

changes that will benefit the safety of our children. 

 

I long for the day when we no longer hear about school shootings, and I think that is possible. I 

long for the day when I won’t have to send my children off to school and be fearful, and I think 

that is possible. I long for the day when I read stories of justice and peace across the headlines of 

the news, and I think that, too, is possible. With God, all things are possible! 
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And yet, there is much work to be done. So let us live as faithful disciples, bridge builders, 

prophetic voices, justice seekers, and spiritual leaders who are willing to let go of their fears and 

more fully embrace a life of faith into action so that our children, and all of God’s children, 

might grow up in a world of peace and mercy.  

 

We have a role to play; we must be part of the solution. Jesus is asking us to unbind the cloths 

that hold Lazarus.  Jesus is asking us to step up.    

 

Let us let go of our fears, and embrace our faith more fully, which calls us to prayer and living a 

life of justice and peace. So be it. Thanks be to God! Amen.    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


