
Dear People of God, 

The following is a sermon I delivered on Saturday, April 1. I usually offer the 

same sermon on Saturdays and Sundays but last Sunday our choir gave us the 

tremendous gift of Come Touch the Robe, a Lenten cantata. It served 

beautifully as our Sunday sermon. 

 

My husband, Brad, made the rather dry comment that our reading from 

Ezekiel about the valley of the dry bones, and the story from our Gospel about 

Lazarus represent “dry runs” for the Resurrection… 

Ah well. 

He later asked me how my sermon was coming along. I told him, “It’s in 

pieces. All I have are pieces!” He replied, “And one good joke…”    

So helpful… 

How many stories of conjecture have been written about the character 

of Lazarus?  He never speaks in the Bible. He is less well defined as a character 

than his sisters, Mary and Martha.  

 But Lazarus has no real personality for us as Mary and Martha do. 

Martha is the homemaker, always busy, taking care of things. Mary is the 

dreamer, looking beyond the real life around her. We can envision Martha, 

always cleaning and cooking and disapproving of her dreamier and 

unconsciously careless sister Mary.   

We can’t quite get a grasp on Lazarus. He’s a utility player. We can’t 

define him except to say that he is Jesus’ good friend. And this story begs the 

question, how could Jesus allow his good friend to die in order to make a point 

for his followers? How could our good and perfect Jesus do that? Apparently 

Jesus suffered pain over his friend’s death. When he meets Mary and Martha, 

he weeps for his friend and for them, for the pain they are going through. If 

he’d only come two days earlier…   

But he could have! Why didn’t he? Because the death of Lazarus was 

necessary. Because of who Lazarus was and who he wasn’t. Lazarus was an 

ordinary man – no god here! In Jesus’ reaction to Lazarus’ death, we are 

reminded yet again of what will become more and more evident in the days 

approaching the passion: Jesus is completely human and Jesus is completely 

divine.  He had divine obligations, but he had human feelings and needs.  He 



needed company.  He needed friends. And he needed to be there for them, 

caring for them, loving them, living among them. And he could feel pain. Jesus 

wept. He cried. He cried only twice in the Bible: once for the death of his dear 

friend Lazarus, and once for the city of Jerusalem, when he foresaw that it 

would be destroyed.  

Tears are human.  They are not the act of someone who is planning to 

do a miracle anyway so everything’s going to be OK. “Just you wait! Have I got 

a surprise for you!”   

No. Jesus knew how death affects us. Nobody wants to die.  Nobody 

wants to have anyone they love die. We feel the finality, the ultimate 

separation keenly, on a primal level – primal loss. We are very bad at 

accepting death as a fact of life.  Woody Allen once said, "I don't want to 

achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve it through not dying." 

I think we all feel the same. And yet Lazarus’ death was necessary. 

One of the greatest promises God makes to us is one of the hardest to 

believe. He promises to defeat death. Jesus did. And that’s great! But it’s so 

hard to believe, to buy into. It’s too fantastic! – Life after death?  How?  

Without the raising of Lazarus, it’s easy to think of Jesus as too different. 

It’s easy to forget his humanity. We tend to think of Jesus as God as well as 

man, not like us, so his death doesn’t have the same impact and his 

resurrection doesn’t either. We don’t see how it can apply to us.  But it does!  

Because of Lazarus.  We have the gift of Lazarus…  

Lazarus was just this guy, this guy who could have been anybody – 

could be anybody – somebody’s son – somebody’s brother – somebody’s 

friend. Lazarus was human just like us. Jesus called to him, “Lazarus come 

out!” and Lazarus heard the voice of his friend and he did. He came out. He left 

death behind and came out. The ordinary guy came out! That could be you or 

me! I believe that it will be you and me! “Death shall have no dominion” and 

“Death, thou shalt die!” to quote Dylan Thomas and John Donne.  

Before we reach the end of Lent, before we come to the trial and the 

scourging and the humiliation, before the tearing of the curtain, before the 

agony of the cross and the wonder of the empty tomb, before all that, we are 

given an ordinary man, loved by Jesus just as we are, a good friend and good 

brother, a nice guy – no more, no less… who wins, who defeats death and 



returns to his family and his life. We are given the gift of Lazarus to teach us 

that we too shall win. Death won’t, can’t hold us. 

Lazarus left the tomb behind. He sloughed it off just like dead skin. He 

didn’t need it anymore.   

“I am going to open your graves….” God promised Ezekiel. 

“Lazarus, come out!” It sort of sounds like, “What are you doing in there? 

That’s a tomb. That’s a place for dead people – not for you!” And Jesus told the 

people there, the ones gaping, with their mouths open “Unbind him, and let 

him go.” Lazarus walked out of that tomb and walked away.  

Life and death. Death and life. Both are such definite, clear states of 

being and yet the difference between them is but a moment, less than a second 

– a heartbeat… and then… no more.  As the Irish speak of it… a thin place. 

There is an incredibly sheer curtain, barely a membrane between life and 

death.  

 

“Unbind him.” Untie him. Free him. “And let him go.” To go on with his 

life. To go on with living. To live without fear. That’s the promise. We too can 

live without fear. 

Because someday “We wake eternally and death shall be no more…” 
 


