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 On this fifth Sunday of Lent, two weeks before Easter, Jesus enters a cemetery.  

Disappointment, anger, grief and gloom hang heavily in the air.   Jesus looks into a tomb, which is 

emitting a strong stench of death.  He forcefully commands a corpse to “Come out!”  And Lazarus stands 

up, and comes out.  It seems that the gospel writer John wants to tell us that when Jesus comes into a 

place of death, life appears that when Jesus shows up; there is an outbreak of Easter before Easter. 

 Who is Lazarus?   Obviously he’s a man from the village of Bethany, whom Jesus has special 

affection for.  Who else is Lazarus?  The name Lazarus, in Hebrew, literally means, “God has helped.”  

The early church saw in Lazarus all those to whom Jesus gives life.   Does Jesus call out to Lazarus today, 

pushing down death, raising up life?  Several stories, all true, except the names. 

 The first one, that I heard at a conference on communion some weeks ago.  Two prominent 

men, both of them members of the same Mennonite congregation, were having serious conflict, 

apparently over some business issues.  Everyone in that congregation knew about their quarrel.  And 

when the two men conspicuously did not appear for the congregation’s communion service, the whole 

church felt the sting of their alienation.  This situation went on for some time.   Eventually the two were 

reconciled, possibly with the help of the pastors and elders.  At the next communion service both men 

came forward together to participate.  They washed each others’ feet, gave each other the holy kiss, and 

then celebrated the Lord’s Supper with the congregation.  It was such an emotional moment that there 

was open weeping in the church.   It was moving to see, as with Lazarus, clear evidence of life coming 

out of a relationship of death—life not only for those two men, but for the congregation that was 

suffering  for them. 

 The second story.  A close relative of Julie’s whom we’ll call Becky was living with a husband who 

was addicted to heroin.   She herself got addicted.  When her husband was away, Becky needed a fix.  

Her regular supplier wasn’t available, so she went to a stranger’s house in the middle of the night to get 

some.  It was the middle of winter, and she left her 11 year old son waiting in the car.  Somehow, in the 

next week, by some miracle, Becky’s eyes were opened to how she had endangered her son, and how 

desperate her need was.  She moved out from husband, left her son with a relative, went to the detox 

center in a hospital, and signed into drug addiction program which was a ministry of a church.  Thanks to 

the counselors there, and to a sympathetic woman who became her financial trustee and held her 

accountable, Becky was able to go off heroine.  Apart from one brief relapse, she seems to have 

remained clean.  Somehow, as with Lazarus, Becky was called out from the sway of death—in her case, a 

drug addiction--and found the resources to start a new life. 

 Story 3.  In 1977, Oscar Romero—and this is his real name--was the conservative Roman 

Catholic archbishop of El Salvador.  He was opposed to the liberation theology that was popular among 

priests seeking to help poor farmers.  This theology argued that God is on the side of the poor, and that 

the church should also side with the poor and work for social change.  But when Romero’s friend, a 

priest, was assassinated as a result of his commitment to social justice, Romero underwent a crisis--

actually a kind of death to his old way of thinking.   Romero said, “When I saw my friend lying there 

dead, I thought, ‘If they killed him for doing what he did, then I too have to walk the same path.’”  

Through his sermons and radio messages, he began to speak out against poverty, social injustice, 

assassinations, and torture.  Soon he himself became an enemy of the government and the military.  

While saying Mass on March 24, 1980, Archbishop Romero was shot and killed.  Shortly before his 

death, as if foreseeing his fate, he had written, “A bishop will die.  But the church of God—the people—

will not perish.”  Archbishop Romero did not stop the violence.  Over 75,000 El Salvadorans were killed 



and millions more were made homeless or fled during the country’s civil war.  And he himself became a 

victim of the violence.  Like the raised-up Lazarus in our scripture will eventually do, Romero dies.  But 

for a brief time, in his brave, faithful witness, Lazarus came out, life was called forth out of death, and 

life continues to come forth, among those who find strength in Romero’s example to advocate for 

justice for the poor.   Pope John Paul II later named Archbishop Romero a martyr of the 20
th

 century.   

 Story 4.  An elderly woman suffered from a debilitating illness for many months. She languished 

in the hospital as doctors tried first one therapy and then another, but still she was in pain and confined 

to her bed.  Whenever her pastor visited her in the hospital, he would pray with her, including praying 

for healing.  But the healing did not come.  One afternoon, as he sat by her bedside in the hospital, she 

said to him, “Now, preacher, I want you to think with me about what it is that God has for me now.” 

“How do you mean, what God has in store for you now?” he muttered.  “Well, it looks like I am not 

going to be healed of this illness. But still, here I am. I’m weak, but here I am. I can still talk. I can still 

think and care about people. So I’m wondering what God wants me to do now, in this situation. I am 

sure that, even if I am not healed of this illness, Jesus still expects me to be a disciple.”  The woman did 

not get better, and died.  But her frail body did not form the limits of her world, it did not make her its 

victim, it did not define her life.  Instead, as with Lazarus, something, someone, called her out of her 

living tomb into a larger life of the spirit, a life that even in the narrow limits of her fading body would be 

a witness to Jesus. 

 When does Lazarus stand up, at Jesus’ command, and come out of the tomb, and shed his grave 

clothes?   Some more stories, again, all true.   In Hamilton, Jim went to prison for sexual offenses against 

minors.  He himself had been abused as a child.  Upon his release, he was surrounded by circle of 

support, made up of church members and others.  This circle met with Jim weekly, and held him 

accountable.  Jim did not reoffend.  He turned his life around.  He married, joined a Baptist church, 

volunteered in their food pantry.  Jim refused disability payments because he wanted to work, so he 

delivered newspapers and did odd jobs.  Lazarus had stood up.  Grave clothes had loosened.  Life had 

been called out of death.     

 A Mennonite couple in Manitoba and their young adult daughter, Ivy, became alienated.  So 

partly to get some distance, Ivy went off to an overseas service assignment.  Her parting words to her 

parents were, “I never want to see you again.”  Time passed, and there was some communication.  

Eventually Ivy’s father made the long trip to visit her in her remote village.  More time passed, and 

slowly reconciliation took place.  Somehow—call it maturing, call it the call of Jesus--the Lazarus in Ivy 

stood up.  The grave clothes binding her and her parents dropped away.  Life was called out of death. 

 Then there was Marvin.  For many years Marvin experienced dryness in his faith in God.  He 

grew up in an authoritarian family, with lots of guilt, fearing God's wrath.  Finally he had enough 

and threw out pretty much anything to do with his religious heritage.  He did return to church 

for the funeral of his parents, but otherwise kept his distance.  Along the way Marvin also made 

some poor life choices.  Then, through a variety of circumstances—marriage, children, friends, 

career setbacks, second chances—he slowly came to experience a different kind of God, a God 

whose mercy and grace and love exceeded his judgment.  Gradually Lazarus stood up, and the 

grave clothes slipped away.  Life sprouted out of death. 

 Have you ever met Lazarus?   It’s not yet Easter, we’re still in Lent, and Lent can be a 

good time for you and me to think about what the deathly things are that bind us up, and how 

Jesus might be calling us, Lazarus-like, out of the tomb.  Of course, the Lazarus we meet in 

John’s story is not fully raised from the dead.  He will eventually die.  So will we, so will Jesus.  In 

fact, Jesus’ raising of Lazarus will be the last straw for his enemies, and will set in motion the 



machinery that will kill him.   For some reason, the appearance of life, where there once had 

been death, can pose a mortal threat to the powers that be. 

 Still, when Jesus enters the graveyard, and calls out, Lazarus comes out.  But did you 

notice--the climax of the story is not Lazarus stumbling out of that stench-filled tomb.  The 

climax is Jesus’ command to the onlookers:  “You unbind him, and let him go.”   Jesus doesn’t 

quite finish the job of raising a man to life.  He looks to others, to help Lazarus strip off the 

grave clothes, so that he can step out freely into a new life. 

 The men who reconciled at that dramatic communion service had caring people around 

them to help them shed their grave clothes.  So did Becky and Tom.  Ivy had parents who kept 

in touch, Marvin had family and friends who tolerated and absorbed his rebellion, the dying 

woman had a listening pastoral ear.  For Oscar Romero, the grave clothes of his limited 

understanding of the ministry of the church were loosened by the witness of ordinary 

impoverished Christians in El Salvador who clung to their faith amidst persecution.  The life 

Jesus calls out is very often mediated and supported and strengthened by others. 

 So now we have two things to reflect on, deep in Lent.  The first is, “How am I Lazarus, 

the one whom God helped (or needs to help)?  What is my tomb?  How is Jesus calling me to 

come out?”  The second is, “How is Jesus calling me to gently, tenderly help remove some else’s 

grave clothes—clothes of fear, and pain, and guilt, of hurtful memories and being stuck, of loss 

of hope, and whatever other form the grave clothes we wear take.   

 Yes, when Jesus walks into a cemetery, and calls out, “Stand up!,” the dead are roused 

to life and come out of the tomb.  But that’s only half the miracle.  The other half happens 

when you and I heed Jesus’ plea to “Unbind them, and let them go.”  


