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Fifth Sunday in Lent, Year A 
April 2, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 

Texts: Ezekiel 37:1-14; Psalm 130; Romans 8:6-11; John 11:1-45 

By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
So Jesus, greatly disturbed, came to the tomb.  
It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it.  
Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” 
 
And the man standing next to Jesus said, “That stone there?” 
Jesus said, “Yes, which stone did you think I meant?” 
The man said, “I don’t know, Jesus.  
That stone looks pretty heavy.  
I don’t think we have the strength to move that stone.  
Can’t we just pick up these pebbles over here instead?” 
 
And Jesus, still greatly disturbed, said  
“I don’t need pebbles picked up.  
If I had needed pebble,   
I would have said, ‘Pick up those pebbles.’  
That’s not what I said, was it?” 
 
The man said, “No, you did not say pebble exactly,  
but stone, pebble, they’re both the same thing.  
It’s just a matter of size. 
It’s much easier for us just to pick up these pebbles.   
And if everybody here would just give you a pebble,  
that would more than make up for the stone.” 
 
Jesus, amazed by this lack of understanding, said  
“You could give me all the pebbles in this garden,  
but that’s not going to accomplish what I desire.  
My will is for that stone to be taken away.” 
 
Another man said, “Lord, that stone has been there for four days.  
It’s worked just fine all week long.  
Why should we move it if it’s not broken?” 
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Still another man said, “You better not move that stone.  
My grandfather put that stone there.  
If you move that stone, you’ll dishonor him and my whole family,  
and we will never place another stone in this cemetery again.” 
 
Jesus wept in frustration.  
“Look,” he finally said,  
“Verily, I appreciate the fact that the stone is a beautiful stone,  
expertly placed,  
and that it has worked extremely well for the past four days.  
It was just the right thing  
when what was needed was something to block entrance to that cave,  
so that Lazarus could rest in peace  
without a lot of people running in there to disturb him.  
But see, I am doing a NEW thing.  
And new life cannot be called forth  
as long as that stone is there, blocking it.” 
 
So some of the men got together and decided that yes,  
they could get the stone rolled away…  
but first they would need to get an engineer’s report,  
and then they would need to get a permit from the Bethany Cemetery 
Commission,  
and it would probably take at least 40 days and 40 nights  
because the upcoming Passover holiday  
meant nearly everyone in the commission office was taking the week off.  
But if Jesus were willing to pay an extra fee to get the process expedited,  
they could have someone there to move the stone away  
sometime between 2 and 6 p.m.  
But someone would need to be there in the cemetery that whole time 
to let the stone mover in. 
 
Jesus agreed to pay whatever the cost,  
and promised to wait for the stone mover.  
Whatever time the stone mover at last arrived,  
Jesus would be waiting.  
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As Jesus sat down to wait, Martha came over to him.  
“Lord,” she said, “I’m not sure you’ve thought this through.  
If you move that stone away, it’s going to create a big stink.  
Are not some things better off left covered up?” 
 
Jesus shook his head.  
“Martha,” he said, “Trust me on this.  
There may be a stink, and it may not be pretty, but it needs to happen.  
If some people leave because the smell offends them, let them go.  
Let them go wait beside a tomb that smells sweet  
and has an unmoving stone at the door.  
If that’s what’s important to them, they can leave.  
And at the end of the day,  
they’re still going to be sitting around a tomb  
filled with nothing but dry bones, 
no matter how sweet it smells or how unchanged it looks.  
But those who stay here, where I am,  
and put up with the temporary stink,  
they will be rewarded by seeing new life emerge.  
It may be messy, but it’s worth the trouble.  
And remember, I am with you in the smell and the mess.” 
So Martha, despite some misgivings, agreed to stick it out with Jesus. 
 
Finally, after a long, frustrating wait,  
the stone mover at last arrived  
and the stone was moved away.  
 
Jesus went and stood in front of the open grave  
and cried out with a loud voice,  
“Lazarus, come out!” 
Nothing happened.  
 
Again, Jesus cried out, in an even louder voice,  
“Lazarus, come out!” 
Still nothing. 
 
Summoning himself to his full height, he yelled a third time.  
“Lazarus James Bethany,  
you come out of that tomb right this second.  
I know you can hear me. What are you waiting for?” 
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But Lazarus stayed right where he was.  
 
So Jesus entered the tomb and took a seat beside Lazarus. 
“Lazarus, what’s up?” Jesus said more softly.  
“I have called you three times, but you haven’t come out.” 
 
“Lord,” Lazarus said, “I don’t want to come out of the tomb.  
I like it here. It’s quiet. It’s comfortable.  
Nothing is expected of me.  
I don’t have to get dressed up.  
I don’t have to do any work.  
All I have to do is just lie here and let the world outside pass me by.” 
 
“But Lazarus,” said Jesus, “this is not what I want for you.  
I have called you out of this tomb  
because I still have work for you to do.  
I need you to walk out of this tomb  
to be a symbol of hope for others,  
to embody the resurrection and life  
that I offer to all who believe in me.” 
 
“Yes, Lord,” Lazarus said, “that may be true.  
But I’m done. I’m tired.  
I’ve spent a lifetime doing what you wanted me to do,  
and now, I’ve earned my rest.  
It’s time for others to pick up the slack.  
My feet hurt. My back is stiff.  
I can’t see or hear too well through these grave clothes.  
If it’s all the same to you Lord,  
I’m just gonna stay in this tomb.” 
 
Up to now, Jesus thought he had heard it all.  
He thought that nothing these petty, stiff-necked people did or said  
could disturb him any more.  
But this was too much.  
 
“Let me get this straight,” Jesus said.  
“I am offering you life, and meaning, and purpose.  
I am offering you the greatest gift that has ever been offered  
to anyone, anywhere, at any time,  
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and you are turning it down  
because all you can think about is how tired you are?  
You know, if you come out,  
I will give you the strength you need to carry on.  
I will let you see what you need to see,  
and hear what you need to hear.  
I will make new shoes for those aching feet  
and provide a balm for that stiff back.  
I will even carry you, if that’s what you need me to do.  
What I want more than anything  
is for the two of us to emerge from this tomb together.  
But Lazarus, I won’t force you.  
The choice is yours.” 
 
And then Jesus extended his arms,  
and whispered into the hearts of all those who were gathered,  
“The choice is always yours.  
You can, no doubt, find a dozen reasons  
to stay in a place of darkness and lifelessness.  
There may be only ONE reason  
to come out into the sunshine  
and return to the challenges of life.  
But it’s the best reason. 
Come out, because it’s where I’m calling you.  
Come out, because I need you.  
My mission is not complete until you come out.” 
 
Did Lazarus come out?  
If he did, what was waiting for him there?  
What would he tell people about his time in the tomb?  
How would his new life be changed from what it was before?  
How would things be different?  
 
That part of this story is still being written.  
And the ending is up to you.  
You can let the story end right here, in the tomb.  
That would be the easiest thing to do.  
Or you can put some effort into it, 
and write the kind of ending that a story like this deserves. 
The choice is yours. Amen.  


