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The Disturbing Good News 

 

“My grandfather had a very sly wit, one that snuck up on you,” my clergy friend would 

say. “He used to tell a story about a man who died. They had the funeral at his home, 

with the preachers and immediate family on the porch, mourners standing in the yard 

and an open coffin in the back of a mule-drawn wagon. After several sermons and 

much weeping and gnashing of teeth, the widow climbed onto the wagon seat next to 

the undertaker who drove the wagon up the hill to the family cemetery. The road went 

underneath the limbs of a very large oak tree and the wagon bumped heavily on an 

exposed root.  At that moment, the ‘deceased,’ snorted and coughed and sat up in the 

casket – not dead but alive, having been in a deep coma, apparently.  Some years later, 

the man died again. His funeral played out exactly like the previous one. As the wagon 

neared the oak tree, the widow leaned over and whispered to the driver, ‘Why don’t 

you go wide around the tree this time?’” 

 

The story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead is one of the BIG stories in the Bible.  If 

you thought the stories of Nicodemus, the woman at the well and the man born blind 

were long winded and fraught with drama, they have nothing on this one. I’m not sure 

that in all the times I’ll get to preach on this text will I have exhausted all the possible 

themes found within it. This time around I couldn’t help but think about those in the 

story who may have preferred that Lazarus stay dead or were at least unsettled by the 

miracle. We know that it is like no other miracle in all the gospels and that this was the 

encounter in John that set in motion the events of Holy Week. There is a hint of the 

bystanders’ discomfort when they wonder why the rabbi who opened the eyes of the 

blind man couldn’t have healed his own friend?! But it’s in the verses immediately 

following this story in which some of the same eye witnesses go and tell the Pharisees 

what they have seen, who in turn plot Jesus’ death. 

 

I also wonder about Lazarus. I’m sure he was ecstatic that Jesus had brought him out of 

his deathly tomb.  But it had to have been at least a little disorienting.  His mummy like 
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appearance, bound up in all those bandages and the stench of his decaying flesh. And 

then before he knows it, before he can even process all that has happened, his beloved 

friend, the one who brought him back to life is hanging from a cross. Imagine the 

survivor guilt.  Imagine realizing that you will die a second time.  

 

And then there’s Martha, practical to a fault. I can hear her saying to Jesus, “If you had 

just come when we asked and healed my brother, we could have avoided all this 

drama.” Reflecting on this passage, John Dear comments, “How does the great disciple 

Martha respond to Jesus? She tries to stop him! Earlier she said, ‘Yes, Lord…’ Now she 

says, ‘No, Lord.’ In effect: ‘Nothing can be done; Lazarus is gone. You're too late. Face it, 

death has won.’ Here at the height of the story, Jesus' friend and disciple says, ‘Let the 

stone remain where it is. Don't trouble us any more ... Even the Son of God must admit 

the reality of death. Leave us to our misery and despair. Don't disturb my brother's 

bones. We're having a hard enough time as it is. Please don't make a scene. Please don't 

make us do something. Please don't disrupt the tomb. We don't want your 

intervention.’ And then her last ditch-effort to impress on him the finality of it all: Lord, 

by now there will be a stench.’” Out of Martha’s mouth comes one of the funniest lines 

in all of scripture found in one of the most emotional scenes in all of scripture.  This is 

an instance when I prefer the King James Version, “But Lord, by this time he stinketh.” 

In the face of death, Martha tries to manage and control the God of life. 

 

All the characters in this dramatic story help us to understand our own predicament: 

that Jesus messes everything up, that he threatens to upset and disturb our carefully 

maintained and managed lives. Dietrich Bonhoeffer said that when Christ calls us he 

bids us to come and die. To die to our old ways. To die to our false selves, those parts of 

us that want to keep our power and privilege intact, those parts of us that are so damn 

scared of letting go of our sense of control that we’d rather be locked up in that safe, 

dark, motionless tomb. To die to worry and insecurity, self-loathing and selfishness, our 

unhealthy behaviors and our destructive patterns. To die to all those things that keep us 

from being set free. Come out, Jesus hollers at us.  Dare to come out of the tomb with 

the bandages still hanging from your body and I will unbind you. 

 

Here’s what we also know from the story. Jesus doesn’t do this work of unbinding all 

alone. We have a role to play in this great drama. In God’s work of creation and 
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redemption, we are God’s partners, invited not only to come out of our own tombs, but 

to roll away the stones and bid others to come out, as well. To acknowledge and to fight 

against the death-dealing ways of our world that keep our sisters and brothers 

entombed even at the risk of our own safety. Another way to put it, “When you take the 

Way of Jesus seriously, you encounter resistance,” writes Martin Van Stenwyk from the 

Center for Prophetic Imagination. “Jesus calls us to love our enemies, but our society kills 

its enemies. Jesus calls us to Jubilee, but ours is a nation of debt. Jesus calls us to befriend 

the ostracized, but ours is a society of alienation and division. Jesus challenges us to name 

spiritual forces of oppression, but ours is a civilization that numbs us expertly with the 

opiates of entertainment and material goods. Following Jesus is a way of resistance.”  

Following Jesus is following the way of the cross. 

 

The raising of Lazarus is a precursor to the biggest story in scripture: Holy Week. Jessie 

Robson, one of our parish’s wise women, has said to me on numerous occasions, “Getting 

old is not for sissies.” Well, Holy Week is not for sissies, either.  The paradox of our faith is 

that the events of this week which define who we are and how we are to live disturb us the 

most. When we dare to stand at the foot of the cross and witness the unleashing of the 

world’s sin and suffering and evil upon the Son of God we also bear witness to God’s 

incomparable love for us and our destiny as God’s beloved. Following Jesus leads us to the 

cross. And the cross leads us to life. 

Like Lazarus and Martha and all the other faithful and flawed followers of Christ, we will 

question this journey. We will be tempted to stay put and not follow Jesus, saying to him, 

“You’re too late. Face it, death has won. Let the stone remain where it is. Please don’t 

trouble us anymore.” The good news is that every year we are given another chance to hear 

the story, to allow it to move us and unsettle us and make its claim on our lives. Embracing 

God’s great drama of creation and redemption, we are invited to step out with Jesus 

and Lazarus and all the others into the grand, miraculous adventure that begins now 

and continues through the cross and the grave into new life. Amen. 
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