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“Once upon a time, there was a good and faithful rabbi. The day of Yom Kippur came, and all
day the rabbi had fasted and done penance, and prayed for his people, his small congregation.
That night, the holiest night of the Jewish year, they were all gathered in the synagogue praying,
asking for forgiveness and mercy from God, blessed be his Name. The rabbi stood with his back
to the people, wrapped tightly in his prayer shawl, and prayed. He prayed as fervently and
intensely as he could. He remembered that every synagogue around the world gathered the Jews
together on this day and all their prayers were ascending to God, the Holy One.”

“As he prayed, he begged God for some sign that his prayer on behalf of his people was heard.
As soon as he thought it and prayed it, he was taken aback. Why should the Holy One respond
to such a prayer, when there were probably many others, hoping for the same thing? And yet,
almost instantaneously, he was given an answer to his prayers. For just a moment he heard the
voice of God, clear and ringing out like a bell: ‘Have Tam offer your prayers to me, and I will
graciously accept all of you back into my heart, forgiving all things and showering my mercy
upon you.” And then, just as surely the light, the sense, the sound, was gone. The rabbi stood
with his back to the people praying still, and he was alone.”

“Then he turned and came toward the people. Instead of praying the prayer of intercessions as
the ritual demanded, he called out: ‘Tam! Tam! Where is Tam?’ He knew what everyone was
thinking - he had been thinking it himself just seconds before. Why Tam? Tam was hardly ever
in the synagogue. He was poor, unlettered, and worked so hard that he often missed services.
Oh, he was a good-hearted enough soul, but he certainly hadn't amounted to much in the
community. The rabbi didn't even know exactly what Tam did for a living. The people were
stunned, shocked.”

“And poor Tam, who was in fact in the synagogue on this holy night, was equally stunned.
He was paralyzed and could not move. Why did the rabbi call out his name instead of praying?
What terrible thing was about to be visited upon him? But others in the synagogue recognized
him, and the rabbi gestured to them to carry Tam forward to the front of the synagogue. Tam
stood, silent, with head bowed before the rabbi.”

“The rabbi spoke loudly and directly to Tam. ‘I have been praying for mercy and forgiveness
for all of us on this night and I have been clearly told by God, blessed be his Name, that we all
will be forgiven and taken back into the heart of God if you pray for us, if you give your prayer
to God on our behalf.”"

“Tam was speechless. How could he pray? He could not even read the service, the prayers
in the book. But the rabbi was insistent. God would only take the community back into his
heart and give them a year of blessing, grace, and mercy if Tam prayed for them. He had to
pray for them! Finally, Tam agreed. But he looked at the rabbi and said: ‘I have to go get my
prayers.’”

“What? the rabbi thought. You have to go get your prayers? ‘Then go,” he said.”



“Tam ran down the aisle, pushing people aside. Everyone was in confusion and disarray.
But Tam did not live far, just down a side street away from the synagogue's back door. He was
back in no time.”

“Once again there was tumult in the synagogue as Tam returned to the front to stand beside
the rabbi and pray on behalf of the community. He stood before them all, and in his hands was
a large earthen pitcher. He lifted it high, turned his back on the people, and addressed God. ‘O
Holy One, you know I am not good at praying, but I bring you all I have. This pitcher holds
my tears. Late at night, even when I am tired, I sit and try to pray to you. And then I think of
my poor wife and children and the fact that they have no clean clothes to wear to services and
are ashamed to come to the synagogue, and I cry. And then I think of all the hungry ones, the
beggars on the steps of the synagogue and in the streets, in the cold and rain, miserable and so
alone, and I cry some more. And then, God, I think of what we do to each other. I think of all
the gossip and hate, all the quarrels and wars, and I think of you crying, God, of you looking
down on us hurting one another so, and I know that you weep for us always.’”

“God, I cry for you and how we must break your heart and sadden you so. Please, take my
tears, accept my prayers, and take all of us back into your heart once again. Give us a
blessing and forgive us in your great mercy and kindness."

“And Tam took his pitcher and poured his tears over the floor of the synagogue. There
was a long silence, and then the rabbi spoke, haltingly: ‘God has heard Tam, and we are
forgiven. We are once again the people of God, Let us live this year with grateful hearts.”"
“The people sang, but they left the synagogue quietly. They vowed never to forget Tam's
prayer or his pitcher of tears and to make sure there would be less to cry over in the years to
come. They looked at Tarn and his family differently, and their neighbors too. Some even
reconciled with their enemies. But they all went home thinking of the tears of God.”1

Today Jesus weeps over the death of a friend, his beloved Lazarus. Perhaps he wept too
because of his disciples’ faintheartedness and lack of understanding. Or maybe he wept over
Martha and Mary’s chiding words: “If only you’d been here,” not even allowing him to grieve
and mourn his friend’s suffering and death. Or did he weep at the hardness of people’s hearts,
looking for something to complain about and find fault with, no matter what he did? Did he
weep at death, at sin, at evil, at injustice? Did he weep at the prospect of his own death at the
hands of religious people sure of God and faith yet so disrespectful of life and human dignity?
Did he weep at our lack of passion and lack of belief, ardently wishing that we might come to
believe in him as the resurrection and the life?

God weeps today still. There is sin. There is insensitivity to the terrible destruction of other
human beings, to torture, physical deaths and killings, unnecessary suffering, famine, economic
injustice, and many people who do not rejoice in those who were dead being brought back to life.

1 The story of Tam is from Megan McKenna: Lent the SundayReadings: Stories and Reflections. Orbis Books 1975.
P. 50



There are those who plot to kill anyone whose presence brings hope to those who are desperate.
There is much to weep over. We, like Jesus, are sent to stand before the tombs and call one
another forth with the word of God and to untie and set each other free. We are to encourage one
another in faith to live the resurrection now. We are to stake our lives on the mercy of God and
the fullness of redemption, to be the beloved friends of Jesus, like Lazarus, responding to the
sound of his voice, even in death. We are to pray without ceasing, without losing heart, pray
always that the grace of God is revealed in us, as it was in Jesus Christ.



