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Sermon for November 6, 2022—“If Only…” 
All Saint’s Day, Year C—Texts: Revelation 21:1-7; John 11:17-44 

Mary said, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died.” The thing 

that strikes me about Mary, in today’s gospel reading, is that she wants something different 

from the life she has. She wants something new. Specifically, she wants her brother back, 

maybe she just wants the pain and grief she feels, to go away. Who among us today, doesn’t 

know what that’s like? Haven’t there been times when you wanted something different 

from the life you had? Haven’t you sometimes wanted to be something new? Someone 

new? 

I think that the desire for something new is revealed whenever we say, “If only _____” and 

then fill in the blank with whatever it is that would give us something different. I think 

we’re looking for something new whenever we try to reinvent ourselves, or look for a better 

version of ourselves. Sometimes grief and sorrow, exhaustion, confusion, or being 

overwhelmed, cause us to wish or pray for something new. Other times loneliness, 

boredom, or the same old same old. Maybe guilt, regret, disappointment, or feeling stuck, 

is why you want something new. It might also be, however, a sense of calling, a dream, or 

a passion that pushes you to seek something new. I wonder what it is in you, or in your life 

today that wants or needs to be made new.  

So, let me ask: How would you complete the following sentence: “Lord, if only _______?” 

What’s the new, the different, the better, you’re looking for today? Are you indeed looking? 

Might it be something that you can’t explain? Something that has no name? Whatever your 

answer might be, you’ve come to the right place. This is your day. All Saints’ Sunday is a 

day of making new. Isn’t that what we hear in God’s revelation to John in our first reading? 

Listen again to these words from Revelation: “I saw a new heaven and a new earth, and 

I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem,” and, “The one who was seated on the throne 

said, ‘See, I am making all things new.’”  

“See, I am making all things new.” That’s the promise of this day, and today’s gospel is 

a story about the fulfillment of that promise. Listen once more to what John records Jesus 

saying in our gospel reading, “Take away the stone.” “Lazarus, come out” and, “Unbind 

him, and let him go.” Each of those statements is about making new. And it’s not just 

Lazarus being made new. It’s also Mary and Martha being made new. We often talk about 

the saints as if they’re somehow morally or spiritually superior to us, as if they had it all 

together, and did everything right.  

But what if that’s a misunderstanding of All Saint’s Day, as well as of the saints 

themselves? What if saints are those who entrust themselves to God to make them new? 

What if saints are ones who partner with God in making all things new? What if saints are 

ones who allow themselves to be made new, and who make new the lives of others? That’s 

what I’ve seen and experienced with the saints in my life.  

I remember with love and gratitude, so many people: my parents, my grandmother, former 

pastors. Some are living. Some are dead. But I saw each of them working out newness in 

their lives, and was challenged by them to bring newness to my own life. I still am. The 

saints still speak to us, and show up in our lives. That’s why we call out their names, and 

light candles for them. It’s a way they’re present to us, and we to them. Together, we and 

they are being made new.  
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When have you seen newness happening in the life of someone else? When has someone 

brought about newness in your life? What I’m really asking is this: Who are the saints in 

your life? Being made new, however, isn’t something that just happens to us. It’s something 

we must allow to happen, and it’s something in which we must actively participate for 

ourselves and each other. What’s more, it’s an ongoing process, a continual unfolding, and 

opening of our lives. Look at how beautifully that’s revealed in today’s gospel reading, not 

coincidentally—in the words of Jesus. 

First, Jesus asked Mary, “Where have you laid him?”  

He’s asking her to name and point to the parts of herself, and her life, that need to be made 

new. How would you answer Jesus’ question? Where have you laid that which you believed 

to be dead, or wished to be dead, in your life? Think about it. We all have them, whether 

we admit it or not. We can’t just turn away from, ignore, repress, or walk away, from those 

parts of ourselves, and our lives, that need to be made new. Believe me, I’ve tried. It’s not 

healthy. Then, again, this isn’t about replacing the old, but about redeeming the old—

making the old new. And that starts with naming what needs to be made new, in our lives—

and in our church.  

Second, Jesus said, “Take away the stone.”  

What are the stones that get in your way, and keep you from making a change? In what 

ways has your life, your thought processes, your heart, become rigid and closed? What 

keeps you from stepping into a new way of being, seeing, thinking, or living? What do you 

need to do to “take away the stone,” and who might help you do that? 

Third, “Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’”  

What’s the first step you need to take in order to come out, to be made new? And what’s 

the next, and the one after that? Remember—being made new is a process. But Jesus isn’t 

asking us to do anything he hasn’t already done. He also took a first step out of the tomb 

“so we too might walk,” as Paul wrote to the Romans, “in newness of life.”  

Finally, Jesus said, “Unbind him, and let him go.”  

As long as we are unwilling to unbind and let go nothing can be made new. What parts of 

your life do you need to unbind? What do you need to let go of? I mean, don’t you want to 

walk in newness of life? Who doesn’t? Actually, lots of people, and for lots of reasons. For 

one thing, though less than you might think, being made new means change. And we all 

love change—don’t we? Seriously, we resist change largely because it means giving up 

control. Think about it—when babies cry, someone comes to pick them up, hold them, feed 

them, take care of them. We do something similar as adults.  

Beyond that, being made new, as strange as this may sound, may mean no longer feeling 

superior to others. Sometimes to be made new means that we’d be faced with a lot of 

unknowns. Lots of folks love their misery because they know their misery, and what comes 

along with it. It’s like the old saying: The devil you know is better than the devil you don’t 

know. Making changes in our lives may make the future had to foresee. It may mean we 

need to face some insecurities and anxieties, and other unpleasant parts of ourselves. It may 

mean opening up to others. What if they judge us? Could we handle that? I get it—being 

made new takes work. We may believe that the risk isn’t worth the reward.  
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Standing pat is easier—safer. Avoiding the discomfort of change is easy. Putting in the work 

is hard. It takes courage. Believe me—I get that. But don’t we think God know this? Isn’t 

this why Jesus became human in the first place? To understand our fears and trepidations? 

Our reluctance and reticence? To show us how? To help us along the way? Maybe we think 

we’re good enough already. Really? Is that what you think? Seriously? Do you honestly 

believe that your life—as good as it may be—couldn’t possibly be any better? Do we really 

not think God couldn’t possibly have more in store for us? Perhaps even something beyond 

our imagining? 

Brothers and sisters, here’s the thing: I don’t want to leave here today the same person I 

was when I came in, and I don’t want you to either. You might not think I’m speaking to 

you, but I am. I want us each of us to reclaim the promise of this day. I want us to do the 

hard work of being made new, and helping others be made new whatever it takes. I want 

us all to be the saints that God has called us to be that God has created us to be the saints 

that God already know us to be. I want us to each discover the newness that awaits us and 

step into a greater fullness of life. I want us to follow in the footsteps of Lazarus, Mary, 

Martha, and all the saints. Our community needs us. Our world needs us.  

Today we celebrate All Saints’ Day, and you know what? All things are being made new, 

and God in Jesus Christ can—and will—make us new, if we let him! 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen! 


