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The story of the raising of Lazarus from the dead is a true story! Speaking
personally, however, I don’t believe that it’s a real story, as in a literal account of an
historical event involving the resuscitation of a corpse that had already begun to
decay.
That’s the paradox of progressive Christianity – being able to claim the truth
being revealed in a story (by interpreting what is written as metaphorically symbolic of
a deeper realty) without getting bogged down in arguments over whether the story
really happened the way it was written or not. By the way, if you lay somewhere inbetween literal and metaphorical, or just don’t know, that’s valid as well. In other words,
don’t let the improbable and implausible literalness of this story lead you to disregard it
all together.
So now that we have that out of the way, let’s dig deep into the richness that this
story has to offer our understanding of God, an understanding of ourselves, and an
understanding of the role of the community of faith.
Admittedly, this very long story about the raising of Lazarus has numerous
important issues that deserve a great deal of study and reflection. Today, however, I’d
like to primarily address just one small element of this story, a detail that is most often
overlooked completely in the process of getting caught up in all the miraculous goings
on, like resurrection, or more correctly, resuscitation.
But first I want to take a brief detour and talk about the significance of art. In a
way, it can serve as a reflection of our own approach to picturing biblical stories. If you
were going paint a picture depicting this story, what scene would you paint? How
would you paint it? What characters would be present? What would they be doing?
Who would be the focus?
This week I looked at dozens of paintings of how this particular biblical story from
John 11 has been portrayed throughout the ages. I have included a bulletin insert with
three works of art that I will be referring to in a moment. The vast majority of all the
paintings have one of two major points of focus. The first, and most common, have
Jesus as the primary focus. He is usually portrayed as looming above a crowd on a rock
or a platform, his outstretched arm raised up high in the air in the midst of performing
the miracle. This is the approach taken by Rembrandt around 1630 in his painting
entitled The Raising of Lazarus. You can see it on the upper left corner of the bulletin
insert.
The second major focus for painters is on Lazarus, rising from a tomb, usually
wrapped up like a mummy. Most of the paintings also include other background
characters of folks looking stunned and amazed, even frightened. Most of them are
focusing their attention on Jesus. Interestingly, Rembrandt returned to this story and did
an updated etching, also entitled The Raising of Lazarus. I’ve included that on the
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upper right hand corner of the insert. Notice that in the reimagining of this scene, Jesus’
back faces us, albeit with one arm outstretched high, performing the miracle, but his
other hand more nonchalantly placed on his hip. So the observer’s eye in naturally
drawn to what Jesus is looking toward, which is Lazarus sitting up in the tomb. The
onlookers behind are not touching him, just like in the first painting, and are still filled
with shock and amazement.
Then I came across one painting in particular, which more than any of the
others, portrayed this often overlooked command of Jesus at the very end of the story
when he tells the gathered community to, “Take away the stone” from the tomb, then,
“Unbind him, and let him go.” This is the painting that is on the bottom part of the
bulletin insert. It was painted in the 1320s, almost 700 years ago, by Giotto. It’s a fresco
painted on a wall in the Magdalene Chapel in the Lower Church at the Monastery of
St. Francis of Assisi in central Italy. Yes, Jesus is there with outstretched arm, but only
chest high, not nearly as dramatically as in other portrayals. And Mary and Martha,
Lazarus’ sisters, aren’t looking at Lazarus, but rather are kneeling at Jesus’ feet, a sign of
worship and devotion. But the most dramatic emphasis is focused on Lazarus. And in
my opinion, the most compelling part of this portrayal of the story is that the community
isn’t just standing there looking shocked and amazed. Instead, they are actually
following Jesus’ instructions by helping unbind Lazarus from the wrappings that have
him bound tight. There are even two boys in the painting who are helping by removing
the stone cover away from the tomb.
So why do I find this particular element of the story so important? Primarily,
because it serves as a directive to our own ministry as a community of faith. It’s
important to note that it is not Jesus who removes the stone and does the unbinding,
but rather the community that is present when Lazarus comes out. Yes, the story reveals
that it is Jesus, through the power of God, that makes new life possible. But it is the
action of Lazarus’ family and friends and community that frees him from what keeps
him bound so tight.
Jesus did his part, then commands us to do our part. And our part is to help
remove that which binds others, helping release them from that which entombs them.
We have been given a crucial and active role in helping to bring about the wholeness
and freedom and new life of others.
The person who is bound, and metaphorically that can mean not by death itself,
but rather by things such as sin, or alienation, or prejudice, or oppression, or addiction,
or poverty, or loneliness, or low self-esteem, is unable, according to this story, to unbind
himself or herself without help from others. That’s where we come in. While it is God who
makes new life possible, our role is to be among those who approach those in need
and do what we can in the process of unbinding and setting free. In all reality a day
doesn’t go by when we don’t encounter someone who is bound. The question is, what
are we doing to help – as individuals or as a congregation?
As a congregation, whenever we are able to reach out with an open and
welcoming hand to others, providing a safe place of sanctuary and hope, we are
involved in the process of unbinding. And who among us hasn’t found that the newness
of a progressive religious perspective plays a crucial role in unbinding us from the
clutches of dogmatic orthodoxy.
We also believe in a God who loves unconditionally, who draws near to us, and
who wants us to understand that we are called to share that love that we receive with
others. And each and every time we work to improve the wellbeing of others and strive

3

for equal rights for all persons,, we are working to unbind those who are bound by
injustice. All of these are a part of our congregation’s Mission Statement.
Ultimately, this story of Lazarus is a story about liberation. It’s also a coming out
story from that which entombs you and me. For perhaps you are the one who is
i
entombed and bound tight,, in need of liberation. Coming out from whatever it is that
keeps us from being the people that God created us to be is not easy
easy. Psychological
issues, socialization issues, political issues, religious and spiritual issues, whatever, can
make us feel like we’re the ones
ones, referencing our Old Testament reading from Ezekiel 37,
living in that valley of dry bones
bones.
So whether you’re the one who’s bound, or the one helping to do the unbinding,
this story of coming out and finding liberation should bring each of us much hope. The
story of Lazarus must become a parable for us in the sense that it must become our
story. To quote biblical commentator Veronice Miles, w
we must continue to pray and
work for “the power of resurrection in the lives of persons and communities bound by
the grave clothess of war, genocide, poverty, disease, systematic abuse, and systematic
oppression.” And as mentioned, “releasing
eleasing persons and communities from the clutches
of death also demands something of us, as did Lazarus’ resurrection of his community.”
People today, she continues:
“…require
require caring communities that are willing to nurture and strengthen
them until they are able to walk alone; to remove the grave clothes of
self-doubt,
doubt, social isolation, marginalization, loneliness and oppression; to
tear away the wrappings of fear, anxiety, loss and grief, so thatt unbound
women, men, and children might walk in dignity and become creative
agents in the world.
In other words, we are called to live life fully, and to help others experience life to
the fullest, as well. So my painting of this story, if I had the abil
ability to paint,, each of our
faces would appear in the crowd, standing ready to respond when Jesus commands us
to either “Come out,” or “Take away the stone,” and “Unbind them,, and let them go.”
Amen.
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