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Lent 5A – John 11: 1 – 45 

 We are almost there!  This is the last Sunday of the season of Lent.  Since Ash 

Wednesday on March 1, we have been immersed in repentance, penitence and the somber feeling 

of Lent.  Maybe it feels to you as if Lent is the season of “dry bones”…..the valley of dry bones 

where there is a lack of life, a lack of joy and nothing to celebrate.  Throughout Lent we have 

trudged along in the dry and dusty Lenten wilderness.  Because of this, maybe you are eager to 

rush forward to Easter Sunday where we can really celebrate…..where we can forget about death 

and focus instead on life.           

 But, celebrations of life are only truly celebrations if we first focus on death.  We have to 

first know what we are celebrating from.  Only when we allow ourselves to completely know 

that sting of death can we know the joy of life.  After all, we are still in the season of Lent.  And 

since we are, it is no coincidence that at this point in our journeys we find ourselves in the valley 

of dry bones where the people of Israel have lost hope.  And in keeping with the somber feeling 

of the day we also heard a rather long gospel reading about the death of Mary and Martha’s 

brother Lazarus.             

 For long gospel readings such as this one it can be hard to decide what to preach on.  A 

seminary professor of mine taught us a strategy where we pick the main points out and stick with 

them.  And I think a great place to start is with a comment that Martha speaks to Jesus.  “Lord, if 

you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  Martha says this to Jesus because after 

receiving the message from the two sisters about Lazarus being ill, he stayed two days longer in 

the place where he was.           

 Time was of the essence, but for more than one reason.  The obvious reason is so that 

Jesus could travel to Bethany in time to heal Lazarus.  That’s what Mary and Martha were 
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hoping for most of all, but I’m sure the sisters were also thinking about something else.  If 

Lazarus should happen to die, ancient Jewish custom held that the spirit of the person remained 

near the body for three days.  Because Jesus stayed where he was for two more days and by the 

time he actually got to Bethany, Lazarus was already in the tomb for four days.  Being in the 

tomb for four days according to Jewish custom meant that Lazarus was well and truly 

gone…..body, spirit and all.  And the pain it caused came out in the form of Martha’s comment, 

which could easily be seen as an accusation, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 

have died.”              

 Don’t we also speak similar words of our own?  And if these words have not been spoken 

they have certainly crossed our minds and dwelled in our aching hearts for a time.  During times 

of mourning, grief and tragedy haven’t we wondered, “God where were you?  Lord, why did this 

happen?”  It is not uncommon to have some people in mourning become angry with God feeling 

that he took his sweet time in helping and that if he had only been there this wouldn’t have 

happened.  And when we feel this way we often ask the question, “Lord, where were you?”  At 

times like these we can relate to way the people of Israel were feeling in the time of Ezekiel.  

“Our bones are dried up and our hope is lost, we are cut off completely.”     

 In Wichita Kansas, a number of decades ago now, an aspiring young escape artist and his 

assistant were about to hit the big time.  Several hundred people gathered to witness something 

special.  The two performers were known for their magic act and now they were branching off 

into the field of escape artistry.  They had been advertising this special night and had rehearsed 

the big act several times.  They were ready.  Only during the act, right at the most crucial time, as 

the assistant yelled, “Mr. Mysterio…..come out”, a release catch on a secret compartment failed 

to release and the amazing Mr. Mysterio was trapped inside…..the amazing Mr. Mysterio was 
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revealed to be not so amazing.  Being in a bit of a panic, he finally broke open the panel to the 

secret compartment and stepped out only to hear the people booing and to see that some of them 

were already leaving.  The amazing Mr. Mysterio and his assistant weren’t going to hit the big 

time after all.             

 I tell this story to you this morning to highlight our human inefficiency.  Yes there have 

been many successful escape artists over the years, but they all involve a trick or an illusion of 

some sort.  And when it comes to death we often try different things to deal with it.  We try our 

best to create illusions of some sort so that we can fool ourselves into believing that we can run 

away from it or hide from it.  But when all is said and done…..we realize that the sting of death 

is not to be escaped.  As unpleasant and difficult the mourning and grieving process is, there is 

no escape from it, no matter how hard we try.  And once again that sense of despair and 

hopelessness creeps into our being and we are left with broken dreams as our latest illusion falls 

apart and the theatre stands empty.          

 But at this point in our Lenten journey Jesus wants us to know something different.  He 

wants us to know that where human attempts to escape death fail and when we are left to ponder 

our hopelessness and despair, there in fact, is hope.  That when Jesus speaks the words, “come 

out” amazing things happen.  Jesus speaks the words that give us hope.  When pressed to the 

edge, when faced with the absolute end of all that we have known or can imagine, we are thrown 

back on the mercy of the God who commands Lazarus, and in time each of us, to come forth.   

 So today, as we are almost there…..as we near the end of Lent and prepare next week for 

Palm Sunday, know this…..the responsibility for life…..for creating it in the first place and for 

re-creating it once again, is God’s.  Into God’s presence is the only place we can turn to escape 

the hopelessness and despair that comes with losing a loved one…..that always comes with 
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death.  No effort of the human race, no trick, no illusion can give us a lasting hope in the face of 

death…..only God can do that…..only God has done that.  Only God can give life to dry bones 

and knit flesh on them once again.  Today Jesus is calling you out of the tomb of hopelessness 

and despair.  He speaks the words, “come out” to each and every one of us here today.  Come out 

of the darkness of fear, hopelessness and despair and come into life, come into hope, come into 

joy…..come to me he says.           

 In the gospel of John this was the last miracle Jesus performed before he entered 

Jerusalem.  He was almost there…..and before he got there he wanted to give the people a taste 

of what the glory of God was like.  He wanted to teach them, not only about what was to come 

for him, but also about the powerful love of God.  In a world so full of death and destruction the 

only place to gain a measure of hope and comfort is in the gospel.  It is only to be found in the 

one who gave us life in the first place.  Rest in this good news today…..rest in the knowledge 

that even though the ways of the world will all too often fall apart like a failed escape trick, 

through the Son, death has been defeated forever.  And as we enter into Holy Week next week let 

us enter into Jerusalem with our Lord…..let us enter into his destiny with him and experience it 

all again.  Let us enter into his death, fully feeling its sting, so that we can fully feel the joy of the 

celebration to come on Easter.          

 But there is one more thing to consider this morning.  While creation and redemption are 

solely up to God, we are given a role to play in it.  As children of God…..as his disciples, we are 

drawn into his wishes for the world.  As Lazarus came out of his tomb with his hands, feet and 

face bound and wrapped in cloth, Jesus spoke some more words.  He said, “unbind him and let 

him go.”  He speaks these words to us here this morning as well.  Having been unbound, we are 

called to go and unbind all those people around us who still live in hopelessness, fear and 
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despair.  We are called to go and unbind them from these things so that they may emerge from 

their tombs of darkness…..so that they may have hope as we do…..so that they may experience 

life, even now in the midst of a world that can sometimes be so difficult.  We are almost there! 

Holy Week is almost upon us…..but for now, let the words “come out!”  ring in your ears and in 

your hearts as you leave here today.  You have been unbound and I pray that you will all be 

blessed as you help to unbind others.   Thanks be to God.  Amen.   

  


