
You can’t always count on the 
dead to stay in their graves. There 
have been times throughout 
history where that has been more 
true than others. After the Civil War 
medical schools increased in 
numbers across the country. As 
the practice of medicine increased 
so did the practice of unwanted 
resurrection of bodies. Professors 
needed bodies for young doctors 
to carve into and the pool of legally 
available corpses—executed 
criminals and body donors—was 
small. To fill the need freelance 
body snatchers began robbing 
graves around the country and 
selling cadavers to medical 
students. Sometimes the medical 
students themselves got involved 
in this trade. As rumors and fears 
grew concerning these body 
snatchers, inevitably someone 
came up with a solution to the 
problem. In 1878 Philip Clover, an 
artist from Ohio, patented a coffin 
torpedo. Clover’s instrument 
functioned like a small shotgun 
secured inside the coffin lid in 
order to “prevent the unauthorized 
resurrection of dead bodies.” If 
someone tried to remove a buried 
body, the torpedo would fire out a 

lethal blast of lead balls when the 
lid was pried open.”  1

Unwanted and unwarranted 
resurrection leads to death. John’s 
gospel would concur. We’ve just 
read two verses from a larger story 
unfolding in John 11. This is the 
turning point in John’s gospel. 
Mary sent word to Jesus that 
Lazarus was sick. Jesus delayed 
in coming. The disciples didn’t 
want to go at all; they feared going 
near Jerusalem because of what 
the religious leaders there might 
do to them and to Jesus. Jesus 
says, ‘Are there not twelve hours 
of daylight? Those who walk in the 
day do not stumble because they 
see the light.’ He’s saying, “We 
need to do the right thing… no 
matter the cost.” Living in the light 
means doing what is right even 
when it seems like the light has no 
chance against the imminent 
darkness. 

When Jesus finally arrived, he 
found that Lazarus had been 
buried for four days. Martha heard 
that Jesus was coming so she 
went out and met him on the road. 
I picture her with hands on her 
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hips… a scolding tone when she 
says, “Lord, if you had been here, 
my brother would not have died.” 
This wasn’t the plan for their life— 
Lazarus dead, not like this. But, 
her tone changes as a tear comes 
to her eye… and all of a sudden 
she professes what had been 
within her but not articulated, “But 
even now I know that God will give 
you whatever you ask.” Jesus 
says, “Your brother will rise again.” 
Martha thinks Jesus is speaking 
pious bible talk— yes, in the last 
day he shall rise with all the saints, 
yada, yada, yada. “No,” Jesus 
says, “I am the resurrection and 
the life.” 

Next, Mary came out to meet 
Jesus, some of the religious folk 
came with her… leaders from 
Jerusalem, family friends. They 
were weeping and mourning 
alongside Mary. Jesus wept too. 
And some began to murmur, 
“Could not he who opened the 
eyes of the blind have kept this 
man from dying?” 

Jesus came to the tomb, greatly 
disturbed. “Take away the stone,” 
he tells them. Martha, always the 
pragmatist, is worried about the 
stench. But, she relents. And 
Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 
“Lazarus, come out!” Next they 

hear the sound of shuffling steps… 
of one who recognized the voice. 
And the dead man shuffled out still 
bound at the feet and wrapped in 
grave clothes. Jesus said to them, 
“Unbind him, and let him go.” 

Here’s the irony: Jesus giving life 
is what leads to his death. And it is 
his new life on the other side of 
death that opens up life eternal to 
all. There are moments in every 
good story where an action sets in 
motion a series of events that 
cannot be reversed. These turning 
points grip us and pull us into the 
story. The resurrection of Lazarus 
is the turning point of John’s 
gospel. Not only does it highlight 
the power of God over life and 
death, but it brings Jesus into 
irreconcilable conflict with the 
religious and political powers of his 
day. Empires — religious or 
political — survive by convincing 
the world they hold the keys to life 
and death. It is upon seeing 
Lazarus walk out of the grave and 
seeing the community of Christ 
unbind him that the religious 
leaders in Jerusalem conspire to 
kill Jesus. The path to the cross 
begins at the tomb of Lazarus.

But, didn’t they know? Why did 
they think death would be the way 
to defeat one who has already 
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exhibited power over death? Easy 
for us to say. We who are reading 
John’s gospel see the larger work. 
We know that in Jesus is the One 
who was in the beginning with 
God. “All things came into being 
through him, and without him not 
one thing came into being. What 
has come into being in him was 
life, and the life was the light of all 
people. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness did not 
overcome it.” Light is a key image 
throughout the gospel. As more 
and more of Jesus’ identity is 
revealed, we move from darkness 
to light— night to day. Nicodemus 
comes to Jesus at night in John 3; 
he is confused about who Jesus is. 
Jesus says, “I am the light of the 
world,” and he brings sight to blind 
eyes. When Judas leaves the last 
supper, John says, “He went out; 
and it was night.” Later, Judas led 
the soldiers and police from the 
chief priests and the Pharisees. 
They brought their own lights — 
lanterns, torches and weapons. 
They had no need for the light of 
the world. They came to arrest him 
and ultimately to crucify him in the 
darkness of midday. 

And then on Easter morning, 
“While it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb and 
saw that the stone had been 

removed from the tomb.” This is 
where the light begins. You can’t 
always count on the dead to stay 
in their graves, not with a God who 
continues to reach into graves we 
dig for ourselves. The light that 
was in the beginning begins to 
shine again. All this happens while 
it was still dark. While it is still dark, 
it is still Easter. While we are still in 
the dark, we are Easter people. 
While it is still dark it is Sunday 
morning. We may feel like its 
Saturday but we are Sunday 
people. 

There’s a light that no darkness 
can put out. There is a life that 
overcomes death. This life is what 
we practice here. It’s why we come 
here each week with the question, 
“Is it true?” Is there a God who is 
really for us? Is God really with us?  
We live out being the light by trying 
to be people of hope serving our 
community. We act out this hope in 
communion and baptism. Think 
about how strange baptism is; it’s 
acting out the Lazarus story. It’s 
acting out our own resurrection.  
There’s an ancient legend about 
how Lazarus was called before the 
Roman Emperor Caligula to recant 
his faith. Caligula demanded that 
he publicly refute his faith in the 
Christ who raised him from the 
dead. Caligula sought to intimidate 
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Lazarus with threats, and said if he 
refused he would be put to death. 
And Lazarus laughed. Baptism is 
practicing resurrection; it’s 
laughing at death.

My friend Greg is the pastor of a 
church in Greenville, SC. A few 
weeks ago Greg baptized a 15 
year-old named Chris who is about 
6’ 3” and 250 pounds. Greg is 
about 5’ 8”. This teenager got 
skittish in the moment about 
leaning back into the water. So he 
dove forward instead, taking Greg 
with him. Both went under; both 
nearly drowned. Chris could barely 
stand up afterward. He crawled up 
the stairs out of the baptistery, 
gasping for air. It was almost like 
he was learning to breathe and 
walk again. And his ADHD twin 
brother at the top of the stairs 
watching his brother come out of 
this watery grave, says aloud so 
the whole congregation can hear, 
“Well, Chris is dead.” But, you 
can’t always count on someone to 
stay in their grave. Chris was 
raised to newness of life, and now 
he (like Lazarus) laugh at the worst 
life has to throw at them. 

While it was still dark Mary turned 
from that empty tomb. Peter and 
the other disciple had come and 
gone, unsure of what had 

happened. Mary saw someone she 
thought was the gardener… 
maybe she was right. This garden 
tomb is an Eden of new creation, 
and the gardener is never far 
away. In the beginning God said, 
“let there be light”. And the light 
shined. On that first Easter 
morning God said, “let there be 
life”, and the stone was rolled 
away from the tomb. The light that 
is the life of all the world was 
beginning to shine again… after 
the worst the world could throw at 
it. With as much darkness as could 
be gathered to smother the light, 
the light still shines. 

We live uncertain lives in uncertain 
times. Earlier this week a single 
mom got a call from her son’s 
father saying, “So sorry”; he’s 
going to miss their son’s baseball 
game again. Earlier this week 
someone received their last 
paycheck from a job they’ve 
worked for ten years, “So sorry. 
We have to let you go”. Earlier this 
week someone got a call from their 
doctor following up on tests, “So 
sorry.” Earlier this week on Palm 
Sunday bombs went off at 
churches in Egypt killing Christians 
who had gathered to worship the 
Prince of Peace. Earlier this week, 
on Maundy Thursday the largest 
non-nuclear bomb in our arsenal 
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was dropped on ISIS in 
Afghanistan. We hope this is a 
victory in the war against terrorism; 
Yet, we know there are more 
bombs, more wars, more sacrifice 
to come. And we cringe a little 
hearing the words of Jesus in the 
scripture reading for Maundy 
Thursday, "Put your sword back in 
its place," Jesus says to Peter, "for 
all who draw the sword will die by 
the sword.” We’re reminded every 
day of the great fragility of life and 
our helplessness at fixing our own 
problems and ultimately how 
helpless we are in healing the 
world. Earlier this week someone’s 
hope died; hope was laid to rest in 
a tomb and a heavy stone was 
rolled in front of it. Never to be 
seen again. Is it too late for 
healing? Is it too late for hope?

Yet, life is surprisingly resilient. You 
can’t always count on the dead to 
stay in their graves. God is 
constantly calling us out of our 
graves, planting within us life 
which overcomes death. There’s a 
bizarre news story coming out the 
past few weeks. A young girl, 
about 12 years old, was 
discovered living with monkeys in 
a forest in northern India. The girl 
had no clothes and was hauntingly 
emaciated. But, she appeared to 
be in good spirits in the company 

of the monkeys. When authorities 
approached the girl, she started 
screeching and the nearby 
monkeys surrounded her as if she 
was one of their own. Based on 
her behavior they think it’s likely 
that this girl has lived in the forest 
with these monkeys since she was 
an infant. People are comparing 
this to a real live Jungle Book 
story, but this is no Disney musical. 
This is tragedy born out of the 
darkest realities. An anthropologist 
who has worked with children like 
this before said this happens 
because of, “A tragic combination 
of addiction, [abuse] and poverty. 
These are kids who fell through the 
cracks, who were forgotten, or 
ignored, or hidden.”  That child left 2

to die in an Indian forest was 
picked up by a primate mother and 
nursed back to life. In all the 
stories of death, in all the stories of 
darkness comes this. A child 
walking out of the forest alive after 
a decade. And we, with Lazarus, 
just have to laugh. 

Jesus was late to get to Lazarus. 
For whatever reason. He was. But, 
because he was late we learn a 
valuable lesson; a lesson learned 
again at the empty tomb this 
morning. With Jesus, healing is 
never too late. Martha and Mary 
believed that Jesus was the 
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healing Messiah who had a direct 
line to the presence of the living 
God. If he had been there, Lazarus 
would have been fine. But, now 
that he has died, it’s too late. What 
they learned is that the One who 
has come to them… the One they 
welcomed to their table… to him 
even death is not too late. It’s 
never too late for healing. In him is 
life… through him the world was 
created… from nothing came 
everything. Now, God is doing it 
again. From death comes life. 
From the darkest place light 
begins.
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