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Sermon – April 10, 2011 

“Back From the Dead” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   John 11:7-45  

We are in the middle of the Gospel of John today, the gospel that embraces the 

light and the dark.  It is the swing shift.  It is dusk.  It is that in-between time when it 

is neither day nor night—it is both.  And today’s story of Lazarus is both.  It is about 

death and life—both.  The story takes place where the earthly, ordinary, utterly 

mundane is cracked open, exposed, and unfolded into the eternal.  Reality is 

ambiguous and complex and thick and hardly ever as it first appears, especially 

according to the Gospel of John.  The story of Lazarus is a whole lot more than what 

we see on the surface.  Welcome to the “swing shift.” 

 Woody Allen said, “When I die, all I want is just a few of my good friends to 

gather around the casket, and do everything in their power to bring me back to life.”   

“Lazarus, come out!”  Jesus said in a commanding voice.  The friends and 

family of Lazarus had gathered around the tomb, and Jesus was doing everything in 

his power to bring him back to life.  Lazarus’ sister Mary was there with tears 

streaming down her face.  All she could think about was how Jesus neglected to 

come immediately to save her brother.  “If only you had been here,” she cried.  

Martha, the older sister stood beside Mary, strong and silent, waiting.  She had just 

named Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, the Messiah.  She somehow knew 

anything was possible.  But dare she hope for the impossible?  It had been four days, 

four days in the tomb, in the darkness.  Surely there was no hope at all and she 

braced herself for the odor of death as the stone was being rolled away. 

“Lazarus, come out!”  Jesus said.  Friends were gathered around the tomb 

feeling both compassion and curiosity.  They had come to console the grieving.  

They watched Jesus come with Martha.  They watched Mary fall apart at his feet.  

They saw Jesus weep.  They witness how Jesus loved Lazarus.  They knew he had 

opened the eyes of a blind man.  Couldn’t Jesus have kept Lazarus from dying?  
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Especially since he loved him so?  They gathered around the tomb wondering what 

Jesus was going to do after he dried his tears. 

“Lazarus, come out!”  Jesus cried.  He loved them all.  He was present with 

them, in the midst of threats upon his life.  It was a dangerous place at a dangerous 

time, yet this was where he belonged, with friends and family gathered around the 

tomb of Lazarus. 

“Lazarus, come out!”  Did Lazarus hear a voice calling him from the void, from 

the dark, from death?  Did Lazarus hear his name?  Did he hear Mary weeping?  

Where was he--in between life and death?  Did he have a choice to make?  Did he 

see the light of eternity?  Did he want to come back to life? 

“Lazarus, come out!”  Jesus had wept for the loss of a friend, deeply moved.  

First, busy, busy Martha, of all people, had named him, called him to the tomb with 

such assurance and belief.  “I know God will give you whatever you ask for.”  

Martha said.  O how Jesus loved this family.  Their home was his home.  Mary had 

poured out her love upon him with an expensive bottle of perfume, disturbing a 

whole room of guests, with such a bold, outrageous gesture. 

What was Jesus to do?  What should he do?  He felt the loss, the grief, the 

disappointment.  It was so tempting to fix it.  But was it that simple?  Maybe 

Lazarus was better off dead?  Should he pull him back to life?  Did Lazarus even 

want to come back?  Did he want to live again? 

Jesus wept.  He was deeply moved.  He came to the tomb; it was a cave, and a 

stone lay upon the entry.  Jesus said, “Take away the stone.”  Never mind the smell 

of death.  Jesus prayed, “God, I thank you that you have heard me.  I know you are 

always listening.  I am speaking for my friends, for all gathered here.  May they 

know that it is you who sent me and in you all things are possible.” 

“Lazarus, come out.”  And a man wrapped with the cloths and bandages of 

death came out, slowly, perhaps reluctantly, perhaps bewildered.  And Jesus said, 

“Unbind him and let him go.”  They unbound him.  They took the death bandages 

from him.  They let him go.  And they saw a man who had been to the other side, 

who had seen death.  And in him, they saw themselves.  For some, what they saw 

was frightening.  Others, it was threatening.  And a few, it was pure love and joy and 

hope. 

The Legend of Baggar Vance is our last film in our Lenten film series.  It’s a 

wonderful film about life, using the game of golf as a metaphor.  Junuh had been a 

promising young golfer before he went to war, the war to end all wars.  He came 

back from the war confused and broken.  After the war, he lived in a tomb of his 

own making.  He said he had lost his swing.  In the midst of the depression, a golf 
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match is announced.  Junuh is invited into the game as a home-grown hero.  He says 

no way, and then starts hitting golf balls in the middle of the night.  And out of the 

night, Baggar Vance shows up and offers to be his caddy.  And the game begins, 

which for Junuh and the town of Savanaugh is more than a golf game.  The game 

becomes a calling into life, into finding Junuh’s swing, into the facing of his 

demons.  All the time, Baggar was coaching him to come out of the shadows to play 

the game, the game he was meant to play, the game his was given when he came 

into the world, coaching him to remember his swing, his authentic swing.  The 

crowd and Baggar gathered to do everything in their power to bring him back to life, 

and in the end it was his choice.      

Marianne Williamson writes:  “For most of us, there’s not a tomb big enough to 

hold the bones of the parts of ourselves that died along the way….sometimes when 

we have been deeply wounded (and most of us have sometime in our life), there’s a 

time during which we have to let our souls bleed, take the pain, and wait till the 

cycle completes itself.  You can’t rush a river or a heartbreak.” 

The time in the tomb is important time, for Lazarus, for Jesus, and for us.  It is 

where we wrestle with our fears, our shame, our demons.  The story of Lazarus tells 

us that out of the tomb comes life.  Jesus called him forth.  Jesus calls us forth too.  

It’s a choice we have.  Not an easy one either. 

I went to Israel in 1990 and one of the traditional sites we stopped at was the 

Tomb of Lazarus in Bethany.  There’s a little church there.  From the church, you 

turn right and walk up a steep cobblestone road to the entrance of a cave.  It is 

enclosed by metal railings and for a small fee you were allowed to go in.  It’s an 

interesting little journey.  You walk down winding steps into a wet cavern, a cellar-

like place where the grave is said to have been (one is never sure in the Holy Land).  

In the cave is a small round opening in a rock wall, down around knee level.  That’s 

the opening of the tomb.  You had to bend almost double to get through the opening.  

It required strength and agility.  There was only one way to do it:  head first.  Your 

upper body went through the opening while your feet were still finding the three 

small steps behind you.  You look up as you straighten up, trying not to scrape your 

back.  Whether or not it is the actual tomb of Lazarus, the point is, you don’t come 

out of a tomb like a man walking out of prison.  You come out of it like a baby being 

born, you emerge gasping and blinking and stumbling into the light, like Lazarus 

who came back from the dead. 

Jesus coaches and calls forth Lazarus from his tomb, and then he heads for 

Jerusalem.  We know where Jesus is going.  We know what happens in Jerusalem.  

Two tombs, both located in the suburbs of Jerusalem, both caves with large stones in 

front of the entrances.  In both stories, the stone is rolled away.  And out of death 

comes life.   
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We know death is a part of life.  Night is a part of day.   That is the swing shift.  

We accept both.  We embrace both.    

Junuh was dying inside until he started living again.  We don’t know what 

happened to Lazarus.  There’s been much speculation about his life.  The question 

for Junuh was, where would he find his swing again?  The question for Lazarus was 

in the Old Testament passage we didn’t read, “Will these bones live?”  The answer 

for Lazarus was, yes, these bones will live.  And Ezekiel watched the flesh and 

blood mysteriously form on the dry and weathered bones. Ezekiel watched the wind 

come and breathe life into the bones.  They picked themselves up and they danced.   

I want you to know that this story is not about the miracle Jesus performed.  If it 

is only about the miracle, then take a look at your life and see if you are living a life 

in frenzy, praying for God to postpone the hardships and losses that belong to us 

humans.  If it is about the miracle, then it doesn’t make sense for Jesus to turn 

toward the risk and the suffering and the death.  This is not primarily a story of a 

miracle; it is a story of transformation.  And transformation happens right here and 

right now.  Jesus is calling us out of our tombs to participate fully in life.  We all 

have our own tombs, you know.  It is not a bad place to be, it just is.  Whether it be 

anxiety or uncertainty or fear or guilt or a relentless drive to be busy, or self-pity, or 

an endless list of excuses, or blame, or constant retreat into the glory days of our 

past, or cynicism, or playing it safe.  The thing is, no matter what or where our tomb 

is, the voice of Jesus will reach you.  You are never too far away from that voice.  

Listen for it, Jesus is coaching you to come out.  Jesus is calling you to come out.  

Step out into the light, just as you are, still bound by your grave clothes, come out 

now.  Not tomorrow, not when you feel ready, not when you feel better or stronger 

or more together, now.  Jesus calls us out now.   

Come on out, and the earthly, ordinary, utterly mundane will be cracked open, 

exposed, and unfolded into the eternal.  Reality is ambiguous and complex and thick.  

And things are hardly ever as they first appear.  Welcome to the swing shift.  Come 

out into the light of transformation. 

Because our name is Lazarus—and we live!   

   

Amen.  
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Setting the Scene: 

Life isn’t easy.  It is full of mountains and valleys and plateaus, deserts and 

wildernesses and oasis and… graveyards.  Today, we go to the graveyard of our 

lives.  It is dusk, neither day or night, it is the swing shift.  Someone has died, 

something in our lives has died, something in us needs to be revived, maybe that is 

why we are here, hoping to hear a word of hope and encouragement.  Hoping to 

hear the voice of Jesus, calling us out of the graveyard.   It is the fifth Sunday in 

Lent.  Next Sunday is Palm Sunday and the entry into the passion of holy week.  

Today we visit a graveyard.   

I am Pastor Gwen.  I want to meet you after worship if you are here for the first 

time.  Welcome to the experience of worship at Hillsboro UMC—now you may 

stand and say hello to one another. 

 

Pastoral Prayer: 

Gracious, loving God, we gather here confessing the many ways we our bound 

up in our caves of hopelessness and helplessness.  We sometimes feel the void of 

life and fail to hear your voice who calls us into being again, the voice calling us 

to be in touch with the reality of our own senses.  Come to us, O God, as you 

came to Bethany.  Breathe into us the breath of life, again.  Call us out of the 

graves of our lethargy and indifference.  Transform us, empower us to live fully 

the life that we have in us. 

 

We lift our prayers to you, O God, those spoken, those silent.  We pray for 

those who are feeling alone and anxious and hopeless.  May we embody and carry 

the message of good news, the message of hope, the message of love—let it be 

part of who we are, our essence, let us be a blessing to others wherever we are. 

 

We pray for our nation and all the nations.  We pray for our enemies.  We 

pray for peace constantly.  We pray for justice.  Hear our prayers, O God, hear our 

groans, our murmurs, our silence.  And may we hear your calling so that we may 

walk out of the tombs of our own making and be transformed with new life.  This 

is our prayer in Jesus’ name who taught us to pray, Our Father….  

 


