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The Fifth Sunday of Lent 
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Rev. Keith Hohly 

 

Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

In Jerusalem there is a church built over the traditional site where Jesus was crucified and buried.  The Roman 

Catholic Church, which has partial ownership of this site, calls it the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, in other 

words, the Church of the Sacred Tomb.  The Eastern Orthodox Church, which also has partial ownership of the 

site, calls it the Church of the Resurrection.  The difference in those two names says a lot about the difference in 

perspective between these two groups.  One is focused on the gift of a saving death.  The other is focused on the 

gift of a new life. 

 

In this church, over one of the doorways, the Crusaders sculpted a lintel that depicts the gospel we hear this day: 

the story of the raising of Lazarus.  If you attended Dorothy Heringer’s funeral, you heard me tell this story.  In 

this stone lintel, one sees a Lazarus who has just come out of the tomb.  The bands of cloth that had bound his 

body are beginning to unravel and fall at his side.  He is standing there smiling, looking at Jesus and reaching 

out to him.  Jesus is also smiling, looking back at Lazarus and reaching out to him.  This is in the center of the 

lintel.  Then your eyes start to go to the outer edges and you see the crowd.  They are all standing around turned 

away from the two central figures with their eyes closed, holding their noses.  Lazarus, after all, has been dead 

four days.  He must have really stunk. 

  

But the difference between the figures of Jesus and Lazarus in the center, and the figures of all those in the 

crowd around them -- that says a whole lot about what is at stake in this story.  Are you able to look beyond the 

stink of this story and open your eyes to what is beautiful and joyful?  Are you able to look beyond the stink of 

so much of what exists around us in life, and be joyful and exuberant because you have been promised the gift 

of resurrection?  Because one of the reasons the promise of resurrection is given is that we might see this world 

around us from a different perspective than most do.  The promise is given so that we might see the world 

around us from the perspective of resurrection.  Our own resurrection is meant to be the lens through which we 

see the life we live now.  Through such a lens, the unbridled joy and bliss of a world to come is able to make its 

way into the reality of a world that is now. 

 

In the 1920’s Eugene O’Neill wrote a play called “Lazarus Laughed.”  It was hardly a commercial success.  

Nobody on Broadway would pick it up.  The Pasadena Community Playhouse staged the only major production 

of it in 1928.  It ran for about a week and then it closed.  I can understand why.  Having read it, it is pretty 

heady stuff.  What O’Neill tried to do in this play was imagine what new outlook on life Lazarus might have 

had after being raised from the dead.  He imagines how Lazarus’ changed life might have affected his family, 

the community in which he lived, even the Roman Empire, which is to say, the rest of the world.  Not your 

usual “Let’s Go to the Theatre and Be Entertained” stuff. 

 

O’Neill wrote the play in the style of a classical Greek tragedy, which means it is complete with choruses and 

characters who wear masks.  In fact, every single character in the play wears a mask except for Lazarus himself, 

which suggests to me that Lazarus is the only truly real and free human being in the play.  All the other 

characters are bound by the masks they wear, which reflect those things to which they are bound in life – those 

things which prevent them from being free and seeing the real beauty and goodness around them.  In the play, 

Lazarus informs us that true beauty and goodness are precisely what his “back from the dead” experience has 

taught him.  He says: 

There is no death, really.  There is only life.  There is only God.  There is only incredible joy.  Death is not 

the way it appears from this side.  Death is not the abyss into which we go into chaos.  It is, rather, a portal 

through which we move into everlasting growth and everlasting life.  The One that meets us there is the 
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same generosity that gave us our lives in the beginning, the One who gave us our birth.  Not because we 

deserved it but because that generous One wanted us to be and therefore there is nothing to fear in the next 

realm.  The grave is as empty as a doorway is empty.  It is a portal through which we move into greater and 

finer life.  Therefore, there is nothing to fear. Our great agenda is to learn to accept, to learn to trust.  We 

are put here to learn to love more fully.  There is no death.  There is only life.” 

  

What effect does this new understanding have on Lazarus?  Well, during the course of the play he keeps getting 

younger and younger.  Prior to being raised from the dead, he was an old man, defeated by life.  He was a 

failure at business.  He was a misery to be around.  But by the end of the play he has become youthful in 

appearance.  He has a luminescent glow about him, and he laughs.  Throughout this entire play, Lazarus laughs.  

Even when he is speaking, his speech comes forth with laughter.  This play begins where the biblical story ends.  

The miracle has just happened.  Jesus has just left.  And Lazarus is laughing, which O’Neill describes in the 

staging notes as: 

… a laugh so full of a complete acceptance of life, a profound assertion of joy in living, so devoid of all self-

consciousness or fear, that it is like a great bird song triumphant in depths of sky, proud and powerful, 

infectious with love, casting on the listener an enthralling spell. 

 

But Lazarus’ unbridled joy in the gift of resurrection confuses, offends and divides those around him.  Even 

though his persona becomes spell-binding, those around him continue to be self-absorbed and will not let go of 

a life defined by death.  A riot breaks out in his local community, which results in the death of his family.  The 

Romans refuse to let go of what they see as the power of death – a power that ensures obedience to the will of 

the Empire.  Yet, in spite of themselves, in Lazarus they all catch sight of a joy-filled life – a life in which they 

hardly dared believe.  But as soon as they lose the sound of his laughter, they fall back on lives shrouded in 

death.  The concluding lament of the Roman Emperor who burns Lazarus at the stake summarizes the human 

predicament: “Forgive me, Lazarus!  Men forget.” 

 

We forget.  The stink of death is strong in this world around us, and it is very real.  This is a dark time for us 

and it is going to get darker before it gets lighter.  Death can easily be understood as the ultimate reality for our 

living.  But Baptism is the guarantee of the promise of resurrection for us.  Baptism calls us to trust in 

resurrection as the ultimate certainty for our lives.  Baptism calls us to embrace this present life with the joy 

resurrection will bring.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer was an example of one who embraced life this way.  When facing 

imminent execution at the hands of the Nazis he wrote: 

My past life is brim-full of God’s goodness, and my sins are covered by the forgiving love of Christ.  It gives 

me the freedom of a lightsome, daring, trusting spirit, that lives in glad confidence of life.” 

 

In one of his final speeches O’Neill’s Lazarus proclaims: 

There is hope for Man!  Love is Man’s hope – love for his life on earth, a noble love above suspicion and 

distrust!  Hitherto Man has always suspected his life, and in revenge and self-torture his love has been 

faithless … Dare to love Eternity without your fear desiring to possess her!  Be brave enough to be 

possessed! 

Baptism calls us to live with such bravery – brave enough to live possessed by God’s love – brave enough to be 

possessed by resurrection. 

 

Amen 


