Getting Loose From Deadness
John 11: 1-6, 17-44

March 9, 2008


It was early morning, the first day of June, and the last of the suitcases were loaded in the trunk of the car.  My little sisters and I grabbed our favorite dolls and books and piled into the backseat, Mama started the car, and we were off, headed down to our house in Rockport, to spend the summer there.  From the backseat a chorus of “Yipeee’s,” but then almost immediately, “Are we almost there; when are we going to get there; are we there yet?”  Till finally, finally we were there, the tires of the car scrunching on the long shell-covered driveway to the house, the smell of salty, seaside air, the dazzle of sunbeams dancing atop Aransas Bay, the sounds of the waves and of the roaring wind and of palm branches flapping and of the old windmill creaking and of seagulls screeching, seagulls perched on the pier, soaring overhead, diving into the whitecaps.  My sisters and I scrambled out of the car, couldn’t wait to run into the house, grab our beach toys, run down to the water.  But wait we did, and we waited with very uncharacteristic patience.  Our willingness to wait outside, it had to do with our memory of previous summers, of what would happen when Mama first opened the door of the house, not just the musty odor of a house that had been closed for nine months, but oh so much worse, the stench of death, of dead mice.


My sisters and I remembered.  Once you’ve caught a whiff of the stench of death, you never forget it, do you?  So, we were glad to wait outside while the grownups did whatever they had to do inside.

That horrible putrid smell:  of course the mourners outside the tomb of Lazarus were aghast and protested when Jesus said, “Open up the tomb.”  If the dead body of a tiny little mouse can generate a stink big enough to cause you to gag, how much worse must be the stench of a human body, dead four days in a warm climate which would have quickened the decaying process.  Martha said what all of them must have been thinking:  “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.”  They were anticipating the horrible odor which would come billowing out to assault them.


Was it there, when the tomb was first opened, that gagging stench?  Probably, yet there is no mention of it.  I guess it got lost, blown away, replaced by the wonderful aroma of life, Lazarus returned to the land of the living.

It’s a great story, the plot, the wild ride on a rollercoaster of human emotions, sorrow, anger at Jesus for not having come sooner, doubt and faith, despair and shock and joy.  It’s a great story, but what are you and I to make of it?  What’s the message for our own living?

Clearly, John the storyteller is veritably shouting out what he wants us to hear, a strong message about who Jesus was, about the full glory and power of the holy kingdom that was in Jesus outside the tomb of Lazarus, and a message about who Jesus still is, the resurrected Christ now present with us, the same full glory and power of the holy kingdom now present among us, to blow away the word “impossible,” to blow away the stench of death and replace it with the wonderful aroma of life.  But remember, this isn’t a story about resurrection, about the next life, about Lazarus being resurrected to life eternal.  It’s about a dead man unbound from death to continue his journey on earth in a right now life.  What are we to make of that?
Well, it seems to me that, if we want to hear what we need to hear for our own living on earth, we have to be willing to move away from literalism, from hearing this story as if it were only about the physical body and literal death.  There are other kinds of deadness, aren’t there, deadness we can experience while we’re still breathing and walking around?  There’s deadness which can wrap itself tight around you, binding you tight, enslaving you to something that’s more accurately labeled “existence”, not “life.”  And that kind of deadness, doesn’t it have a stench of its own?  Sometimes we catch a whiff of it on our own clothes, as it were.

It is true, though, that we can manage sometimes not to smell that smell in our own lives.  We may be quick to recognize deadness in others, while managing to remain oblivious to what’s rotten in us.  A psychologist friend of mine, who is also an ordained minister, says that some people just aren’t, or refuse to be, self-aware, can’t be or choose not to be self-reflective about the emotional or spiritual deadness they’re lugging around.  But most of us, whether we want to or not, eventually do become aware that something’s happened to us, that something’s wrong.  We recognize the stench.
Sometimes it’s the smell of numbness, of someone who isn’t feeling much of anything, has no real passion for anything any more, just can’t muster up the energy to care.  It may be the smell of a grief that’s been held way too long, or of a grudge that’s causing rot and decay, a grief or a grudge allowed to become tightly bound burial cloths, turning life into existence.  Or, maybe it’s the smell of someone who isn’t happy about who he or she is, who becomes hypercritical of others, that oh so effective way of distracting ourselves from smelling our own deadness.  The stench which emanates from this kind of deadness can include various odors, if you will, none of which smell good, no better than the deadness itself.  And deadness as an earthly journey, well, it just isn’t what God created for us.

So the God who loves us so much calls us out of it, to come back into the land of the living, to laugh again and love again and be again alive.  But sometimes, despite the power of God’s call, and despite our willingness to respond to it, nothing happens.  The deadness doesn’t go away:  why is that?  Well, the failure to get loose from deadness seems to be connected to a certain debilitating message which many of us lug around.  The message goes like this:  “Don’t bother others; don’t burden others with your problems.  Be strong and self-sufficient; do what you need to do for yourself.”
So, okay, it’s not an altogether bad or wrong message, is it?  Surely growing up includes taking responsibility for our own living.  We can’t be all the time playing the helpless child, expecting others to tell us what to do, sort of carry us around on their backs.  But, when it comes to getting loose from deadness, we really do need the help of others, who’ll help us think it through, talk it through, figure out what’s dead and what needs to be done about it.  Someone may need your help – wouldn’t you be glad to give it?  Just so, there are people glad to help you, honored to participate in that unbinding which is indeed part of the miracle.
Jesus turned to the folks at that tomb, folks who loved Lazarus.  He said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”
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