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John 11:1-44 

 

 With emotions both poignant and palpably close to the surface, today’s story of 

the raising of Lazarus is hard to forget.  Two sisters, Mary and Martha, watch their 

brother’s health decline from failing to grave to terminal.  And despite the fact that they 

send a call out to Jesus to come and pay a bedside visit, Jesus downplays their brother’s 

sickness, leaving Mary and Martha as the lone caregivers.   

 

 Soon thereafter, Lazarus dies and Mary and Martha are overcome with grief about 

their brother, exacerbated by a sense of frustration that Jesus chose not to come when 

they needed him desperately.   

 

 By the time Jesus finally arrives on the scene, Lazarus has been dead and buried 

for four long days.  And no one is in a good frame of mind or heart.  The disciples figure 

that Lazarus is merely sleeping and not actually dead.  Per usual, they fail to grasp the 

gravity of the situation.  Mary and Martha are understandably devastated and 

inconsolable.  Meanwhile, the crowd gathered at the tomb looks on with a sense of 

morbid curiosity, much the way one might look at a car accident when you pass by on the 

other side of the highway.   

 

When Jesus sees Mary weeping, he is overcome with sadness himself.  Distraught 

to the point that he sits down next to Mary and they cry together.  But a short time later, 

Jesus marches over to the tomb, commands the stone to be rolled away from the tomb 

entrance, and waits for his dead friend to walk out of the tomb into the light of day. 

 

At the moment Lazarus emerges, the spectators are stunned.  Mary and Martha 

quickly start to wipe the tears away from their eyes as if they are seeing a ghost.  Covered 

in cloth bandages from head to toe, Lazarus resembles a walking mummy.  But Jesus 

remains calm and unfazed while he gives instructions for someone to unwrap Lazarus 

and set him free on his way…  

 

Clocking in at forty-four verses, the story of Lazarus is one of the longer stories in 

the Gospels.  And it’s really good just the way it is.  Still, I sometimes wish the story 

played out for a few more verses.  Because I can’t help but wonder what happened next.    

Wouldn’t you love to know what happened to Lazarus after he was raised from the 

dead…? 

 

It turns out there are all kinds of traditions and legends related to Lazarus.  

Lazarus became a saint in the Catholic and Orthodox churches, although those two strains 

of Christianity don’t quite agree on what became of Lazarus later in his lifetime.  Some 

others believe Lazarus became a bishop in the early Christian church.   

 



There is even one story about Lazarus that claims he was traumatized by coming 

face to face with the unredeemed souls down in Hades during the four days of his death.  

So troubled, in fact, that legend has it Lazarus only smiled one time in the thirty years he 

lived after being raised by Jesus.  If that tale is true, it would be a classic example of the 

kind of person you and I have likely known in our lifetime.  Someone who is blessed with 

an uncanny ability to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.     

 

In any case, what I didn’t know prior to this past week is the existence of a play 

written by noted playwright Eugene O’Neill.  While not nearly as well-known as many of 

O’Neill’s other plays, including his masterpiece, Long Day’s Journey into Night or The 

Iceman Cometh, O’Neill wrote a play in 1925 entitled Lazarus Laughed.   

 

A testament to the power of life lived without fear, Lazarus Laughed picks up the 

narrative of Lazarus where the Gospel of John ends.  Right off the bat, as the curtain 

rises, Lazarus stumbles out of the dark, blinking and straining his eyes in the sunlight.  At 

the moment his bandages are finally unraveled and Lazarus is unbound, however, he 

begins to laugh softly and gently, the way the play describes it, “like a man in love with 

God”.   

 

Lazarus proceeds to embrace Jesus and offer a word of thanks.  He reaches out to 

hug his two sisters, Mary and Martha.  He makes mental note of the astonished 

onlookers.  He reaches down to affectionately pat the earth below his feet.  He gazes 

upward at the sky and the trees overhead as if he has never seen them before.  Then he 

speaks three words aloud; “yes, yes, yes.”   

 

As the play continues, gradually Lazarus makes his way back to his house in the 

village of Bethany.  And finally, one of the villagers musters up enough courage to ask 

Lazarus the question on everyone’s mind.  “Tell us what it’s like to die.  What lies on the 

other side of this boundary that none of us ever crossed?”   

 

The question prompts Lazarus to laugh more loudly and freely than he did earlier.  

Until he stops laughing and speaks, “There is no death, really.  There is only life.  There 

is only God.  There is only incredible joy…the grave is as empty as a doorway is empty.  

It is a portal through which we move into greater and finer life.  Therefore, we have 

nothing to fear.  Our great agenda in this part of life is to learn to accept, to learn to trust.  

We are here to learn to love more fully.  There is only life.”   

 

As soon as Lazarus stops speaking, his laughter resumes and fills the entire house. 

And his laughter spreads infectiously throughout the crowd.  So much so that Lazarus’ 

home in Bethany becomes known as the “House of Laughter”.   

 

Over time, Lazarus goes back to daily living, but something is noticeably 

different.  Lazarus is no longer anxious.  His house is filled constantly with singing and 

dancing.  And people in the village of Bethany find themselves captivated by the spirit of 

the man who seemingly lives without a care in the world…  

 



My sermon last Sunday morning was titled, “Letting Tears Flow”.  It was a 

sermon about the incredible losses we have all experienced in the year 2020, personally, 

collectively, and nationally.  And how important it is to pause, to reflect, to lament, and 

to mourn without going through our daily motions and ignoring the toll these days have 

taken. 

 

This morning’s sermon tacks in the opposite direction.  Yes, recognizing that 

there are somber occasions heavy with sadness and grief.  Admitting there is tragedy and 

fear and anxiety among us.  Understanding how heavily the pandemic and the election 

and inflammatory rhetoric and fear of violent repercussions weigh on us.    

 

But also reminding us, in the name of Lazarus, to hold onto laughter.  It’s hard to 

walk through difficult moments in our own lives and it’s really hard to walk through 

difficult moments in the lives of people we know and love without hearing in our own 

hearts and spirits the laughter of God…    

 

Earlier this week, in an effort to get away from the news, I ran across a YouTube 

video of the Three Stooges.  Now I know the Three Stooges aren’t everyone’s cup of tea, 

but I used to watch the Three Stooges a fair amount on TV when I was growing up and 

I’ll still pause to watch the Three Stooges if I see them while I’m surfing through various 

TV channels.   

 

In any case, I pulled up a six-minute montage of the Three Stooges throwing and 

getting hit with pies.  The video even came with sound effects as each pie squished and 

smacked Mo, Larry, Curley and their guests in the face.  It was slapstick and silly…not to 

be mistaken in any way for high-brow comedy.  But I chuckled for most of those six 

minutes.  And when the video was over, I actually watched it again.  

 

It felt great to just laugh…cathartic to be honest.  I realized I haven’t laughed 

enough in 2020.  Not to mention the fact that 2020 feels like one giant pie in the face.   

 

After this week, maybe especially after this week, we could use less talking and 

more laughter.  We could use less rhetoric and more playfulness.  Set aside the theorizing 

and the pontificating and the analyzing.  Maybe just spend some time, six minutes at 

least, basking in the sheer wonder and the joy of our faith.   

 

Whatever other names we might call ourselves during our lifetimes, one of the 

first names we are ever given is “Child of God.”  And one of God’s first promises, 

despite all the sadness and fear and heartache and frustration we may experience at any 

given time, is to fill us with the joy of God’s Holy Spirit.   

 

Welcome this morning then to this “House of Laughter”.  If the laughter of God 

and the deep well of joy inside Jesus Christ enabled Lazarus to rise from the dead after 

four days in the tomb, we could use some of it too.    

 



In the words of Lazarus, then, who walked out of the tomb and could not stop 

laughing, we repeat his words.  Yes.  Yes.  Yes!  There is only life!  Amen.      

 

               

 

  
 


