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It’s all in how you tell the story.  As presented to us in the Gospel According to John, the story of 
the raising of Lazarus is a story that has inspired and comforted Christians for nearly two 
millennia.  We see in this odd tale a wonderful combination of Jesus’ humanity and his divinity – 
his very human grief at the death of a friend and his God-given power to restore to health even 
one who has been in the tomb for four days.  In this peculiar story, we see, as Jesus promised his 
disciples, God’s glory as well as God’s love and if we are so inclined we receive from this outré 
episode both the gift of hope for our own ultimate futures and the calling of God upon us for 
action now.  But it could, of course, be very different… 
 
What if we heard this tale through the auspices of a different writer?  It’s got all the elements, 
after all, of the classic horror story.  There’s a premature death, a grieving family, a burial, a 
decomposing corpse.  Suddenly, there appears on the scene a mysterious “friend of the family” 
with strange powers.  Is he a sorcerer, a necromancer?  In medieval times, he might have been an 
alchemist, dabbling in things he should not, like Doctor Faustus.  In the Victorian era, he might 
have been portrayed as a mad scientist.  Perhaps he would have been called Doctor von 
Frankenstein.  The opening of the tomb would indeed have been accompanied by the stench of 
decay, perhaps the gagging of some sensitive onlookers.  Perhaps there would be the muttering 
of incantations from an ancient volume or the sacrifice of a black rooster or the crackling of 
lightning channeled into a bizarre set of scientific instruments, accompanied by the maniacal 
laughter of the scientist and a shout of “It’s alive!”  And then, slowly, shuffling, out of the tomb, 
wrapped up like a mummy, comes Lazarus (!), portrayed in the film, no doubt, by Boris Karloff. 
 
Sounds like Hallowe’en, doesn’t it?  I’m being a little silly this morning but this could indeed be 
the basis for a real tale of terror in the hands of a master like Poe or Lovecraft or, more recently, 
Clive Barker.  With just a few changes, the story of Lazarus could become the prototypical 
zombie story and give nightmares to millions.  George Romero, no relation to the sainted 
archbishop of San Salvador, made a good living from his 1968 movie, “Night of the Living 
Dead,” and kicked off a genre of zombie apocalypse movies that’s still going strong today.  I’m 
not a fan, by the way.  Zombie movies give me the heebie-jeebies.  I can’t remember if I saw 
Romero’s gory masterpiece, although I think I did, but I sure remember the appearance of 
zombies in my childhood favorite, the Gothic soap opera, “Dark Shadows.”  A representative of 
law and order on the show, Sheriff Davenport, was killed and brought back as a zombie slave for 
one of the baddies.  I can still see in my mind’s eye the scene set in the dark at the Collinsport 
cemetery when Davenport’s dead but animated hand thrust upward through the dirt over his 
grave, groping towards release.  I’ve no desire to see “28 Days Later” or “Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies” or any of the recent and current spate of screamers about the living dead.  The 
brainless brain-eaters are ubiquitous of late.  They even turned up in a recent episode of “Doctor 
Who,” driven this time by the Daleks, the Doctor’s archenemies. 
 
But here are a couple of things about those creepy, horror-movie zombies that differentiate them 
from Lazarus as we know him from Gospel and from legend.  First of all, they’re still dead.  
They may move around, with more or less agility, but they are only animated corpses.  They 
continue to decay, leading to moments both horrific and darkly funny in their film and video 
portrayals.  Second, they have no minds of their own, portrayed as either enslaved to the will of 
the one who raised them or as simply acting mindlessly to eat or destroy. 
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Although we are not given any further details in John’s Gospel about Lazarus post-emergence, 
what we know about Jesus and the miracles he performed contra-indicate either of these zombie-
like traits for Lazarus.  Jesus’ miracles brought return to health and return to community with 
God and humankind.  If Lazarus shambled around dropping rotting pieces of himself, he would 
have been worse off than the lepers and we know Jesus healed lepers.  Nor did Jesus create 
slaves.  In fact, later in John’s Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples, “I do not call you servants any 
longer… but I call you friends.”  And in writing the prologue to this Gospel, John was inspired to 
write of Jesus, “…to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become 
children of God…” 
 
What little else we might know about Lazarus comes to us from church traditions and legends.  
Here, too, we find nothing to connect this blessed friend of Jesus with our modern zombie 
fascinations.  One version of the story says that Lazarus fled Judea after he learned of plots 
against his life by those who opposed Jesus and then the new Church.  He ended up, they say, in 
Cyprus in a town called Kition, where he was appointed bishop by Paul and Barnabas.  There, he 
lived and preached the Good News and helped others for another 30 years before he died a 
natural death.  Another, more fanciful version, says that he and his sisters and Jesus’ mother 
were put in a boat without sails by enemies of the Church and finally drifted to Marseilles, where 
he became bishop of a new church.  This legend says that Lazarus was finally beheaded for his 
faith.  Some versions of the story say that after his raising by Jesus, Lazarus never smiled again, 
worried by the sight of unredeemed souls he had seen during his four-day stay in Hades. 
 
I prefer a version which I’ve related to you previously.  One of America’s greatest playwrights, 
Eugene O’Neill, reworked some of the legends about Lazarus into a play called “Lazarus 
Laughed.”  It contains a remarkable interpretation of the Lazarus story and the Good News of 
Jesus by a playwright not normally associated with themes of hope and joy.  In O’Neill’s vision, 
the restored and unbound Lazarus greets Jesus and his family by beginning to laugh, as one of 
the witnesses says, “like a man in love with God!  Such a laugh I never heard!  It made my ears 
drunk!  It was like wine!  And though I was half-dead with fright I found myself laughing, too!”  
Life in Bethany becomes a joyous party with Lazarus’ infectious laughter spreading throughout 
the village.  Upon catching their breaths, some of the villagers begin to ask, “Lazarus, tell us 
what it's like to die. What lies on the other side of this boundary that none of us have crossed?  
What is beyond?”  Lazarus replies joyously, “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 an 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 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 only life. There is no death.”  
And his laughter resumes.  Ultimately, in the play, Lazarus sees his parents, his sisters and his 
beloved wife pass through that door to everlasting growth and everlasting life with the generous 
One.  He himself succumbs to physical death at the end of the play at the hands of the monster 
emperor, Caligula Caesar.  But his joy and his laughter, the gifts of his friend, Jesus, are never 
broken. 
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We should remember, too, that Jesus says repeatedly in John’s telling of this story that what has 
happened to Lazarus has happened to reveal the glory of God.  As I read the story, it seems to me 
that this is manifested in a couple of ways that are related.  First, Jesus’ raising of Lazarus shows 
anew a common theme in Scripture: that God has power even over death.  The great prophet 
Elijah raised the son of a widow in Sidon by the power of God, an event to which Jesus referred 
in his famous sermon in Nazareth.  The prophets and writers of the Jews lift up God’s power 
over death in promise and comfort.  Hear now the vision of Isaiah for the time of fulfillment: 
“On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-
aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear. And he will 
destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all 
nations; he will swallow up death forever. Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all 
faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has 
spoken.  It will be said on that day, Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might 
save us. This is the Lord for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.”  
And in a passage less-known by most of us, the pseudonymous writer of the Wisdom of 
Solomon wrote, “the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and no torment will ever 
touch them. In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died, and their departure was thought 
to be a disaster, and their going from us to be their destruction; but they are at peace. For though 
in the sight of others they were punished, their hope is full of immortality… Those who trust in 
him will understand truth, and the faithful will abide with him in love, because grace and mercy 
are upon his holy ones, and he watches over his elect.”  The promise of the power of God over 
death continues to the very end of our Scriptures.  Near the end of the Book of Revelation come 
the words of promise again: “Death shall be no more.” 
 
And Lazarus serves as a kind of forerunner for Jesus himself, although the resurrection of Jesus 
has some differences.  Through the power of God, Jesus raises Lazarus and through the power of 
God, Jesus himself is raised.  It is part of the promise to us who follow Jesus that our earthly 
demise will not be the end of our stories in God.  Second, God’s glory is revealed because, as in 
Jesus’ other healings, life as it is meant to be is restored to Lazarus.  Whether Lazarus became a 
leader of the young Church or simply lived out his days as a farmer in Bethany, normal life was 
restored to him.  He was released from the bonds of death back into that community with God 
and neighbors that I spoke of earlier.  Again, it is a sign to us that we can be released from bonds 
that tie us to death.  We can be released from addiction and the results of bad choices and 
brokenness so that we can live life as it is meant to be, in loving communion with our Creator 
and with our fellows.  The story of Lazarus is filled not with horror but with hope. 
 
As the story of Lazarus points to the story of Jesus himself, it shows forth that other glory of God 
of which John spoke in his prologue: “We beheld HIS glory, the glory of a father’s only son, full 
of grace and truth.”  As I said, Lazarus, in his raising, is a kind of forerunner of Jesus but with 
differences.  Like all other humans, Lazarus eventually died in his body.  He was buried and 
returned to the dust from which we all came.  We remember him, thanks to John’s writings, and 
in some way we feel an echo of his presence as one who points toward the Messiah of God.  But 
Jesus, having been raised, never entered the grave again.  Instead, he worked among his people 
for another forty days, the Bible tells us, and then his new and changed body was taken up to 
God.  He promised his continued presence, wherever two or more are gathered in his name, and 
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we continue to feel that presence in a mighty way and the power and presence of his Holy Spirit 
within us.  Those of us who have followed him over the past two thousand years have testified 
that it is so.  And, again, the presence of this Holy Ghost, if you will, fills us not with horror but 
with hope. 
  
Released from horror into hope, what is it that we shall do?  First, we must remember that we, 
too, are filled with power by Jesus to be the children of God, joint heirs with him to the kingdom.  
In our own way, we too have the power to release our friends from death.  Not many of us are 
given the power to actually bring people back to life, though surely that power exists now for 
doctors and nurses and paramedics by the gift of God of human understanding and inventiveness.  
But it is in the power of all of us to reach out a loving hand and a loving word and to help bring 
into wholeness those who are seeking it.  Whenever we restore someone to loving community, 
whenever we help them break the chains of past behavior and mistakes, we release them from 
part of the sting of death. 
 
It is because of their efforts in this way that we remember the saints of God on this All Saints 
Day.  Whether their works were mighty and known by many as in the cases of Thomas More or 
Martin Luther King or Oscar Romero, or whether their works of love were simple and known to 
only a few as in the case of our loved ones who have gone on, we are called to remember them 
and to put their God-inspired lessons to work in our lives.  In our remembrance, just as with 
Lazarus, they continue to guide and inspire us, bringing us hope where we might have only 
horror at their absence. 
 
And, of course, on this first Sunday of the month, we remember in a special way the ongoing 
presence in our lives of Jesus, the Christ.  In the early days of the Church, Christians were 
accused of cannibalism by those who did not or chose not to understand.  But we know that we 
speak in powerful symbol when we speak of eating the body and drinking the blood of our Lord.  
We practice not horror but hope.  As we partake in the bread and the grape, we take in Christ’s 
essence – the love of God through Jesus for each and every one of us and for all people and all 
creation.  We feel Christ’s strong presence with us and, though our bodies are little nourished in 
this symbolic meal, we are empowered to go and bring life to our world.  And as the power of 
our bodies and our minds dim, as life and the ability to bring life become a struggle due to the 
slow wearing of time or the loss of health or the slow grind of the systemic evil of the broken 
world and culture in which we live, we are reminded that our reward of full and abundant life 
will continue in another place to which, some day and in some way which we cannot know, we 
will “fly, fly away.”  The time has come, my sisters and my brothers, to remember, to hope and 
to live life as Christ and all his saints would have us do.  Thanks be to God! 
 


