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Even though we don't spend a lot of time thinking about it, death is a very important part of 

being human.  Our dealings with it throughout life usually make a big impression on us.  I 

remember the first time my grandmother took me to see a dead person (a friend of hers) in a 

funeral home.  I didn’t even know the person, but I vividly remember the experience as a 6-year-

old.  I recall quite clearly, in college, the first time a close friend of mine died, and how 

emotional that was for me, having had little experience with death as a young person.  On Friday 

night while visiting with my mother, who kept trying to get out of bed to get dressed because she 

had to "catch the #10 bus," I said to my sister "soon she may not know who we are"... and my 

eyes got watery thinking about that possibility in her process of dying. 

 

Death is a part of life.  We may not like to think about death, but it remains a constant, ever-

present reality in our lives.  We see in the cycles of nature that death is essential to life.  Living 

organisms die as a way of providing the seeds of new life. In the organs of our body, old cells are 

constantly dying so that new cells may be born.  And even though this spring season seems a 

little mixed up, we are all yearning these days for warmth, and that the new life of spring will 

come into full bloom to overcome the cold and death of winter.  It’s important to realize that our 

lives are filled with dead places, places that challenge and frustrate us, places that defy all our 

efforts to preserve and promote life.  Perhaps, for instance, you have struggled to remedy dead 

places in your lawn, which can sometimes expand and get bigger.   

 

But some dead places are much more serious.  They threaten the quality of our lives, or our sense 

of life’s meaning, or our self-confidence, or our faith.  Dead places can develop in relationships, 

causing us to question the very nature and future of a marriage, a friendship, or a partnership.  

Dead places can develop psychologically or emotionally.  Depression, fear, grief, or guilt can be 

so powerful that we feel utterly lifeless in the center of our being.  Dead places can also occur 

spiritually.  Emptiness then creates a void where our faith has always been.  A coldness in the 

heart can relegate God to the edge of the universe for us.  Doubt sometimes chokes out our inner 
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sources of strength.   Dead places in our lives can be more threatening than death itself, 

especially when our sense of hope dies. 

 

Throughout the season of Lent, we continue to reflect on the exodus theme, this week concerning  

how God calls us into the movement from death to life.  To do so, we have to understand where 

the dead places in our lives actually are.  We need to clearly see where, in our life or in our heart, 

life has been lost.  Often enough, sometimes without us even knowing it, our faith, our hope, or 

our love gets buried in some tomb.  We sometimes bind ourselves by being chained to alcohol, 

cynicism, failures, drugs, slander, pre-conceptions, grief-- we can be trapped by gossip, 

pornography, fear, envy, prejudices, hatred, and anger—and bury ourselves in a tomb of despair. 

 

The great author Leo Tolstoy, in mid-life, lost his spiritual moorings.  In A Confession (1882) he 

wrote, “I felt the ground on which I stood was crumbling, that there was nothing for me to stand 

on, that what I had been living for was nothing, that I had no reason for living… life was 

meaningless.”  Faced with a purposeless existence, the only rational choice was suicide, yet 

Tolstoy could not take that way out.  Instead, he observed the simple everyday faith of the 

Russian peasants, and came to believe that faith “stores the deepest human wisdom”—that faith 

alone makes it possible to live.  Generations of readers have been inspired by Tolstoy’s spiritual 

awakening, in which he was called to the exodus from death to life. 

 

In the gospel reading today, when Jesus finally arrived in Bethany, Martha chided him, “Lord, if 

you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  Jesus said, “Your brother will rise again.”  

Martha replied, “I know he will rise again, in the resurrection on the last day”.  Martha is 

focused on the future-- but Jesus made resurrection a present reality by calling Lazarus out of his 

tomb.  The letter to the Romans, our second reading, makes a similar point when the author says, 

"If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the One who raised Christ 

from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also, through his Spirit dwelling in you."  In 

other words, those living "in the Spirit" can live, even now, beyond their mortality! 

 

Phillip Brooks once said, “The great Easter truth is not that we are to live newly after death—

that is not the great thing—but that we are to be new here and now by the power of the 

resurrection.”  In other words, resurrection is not an endless quantity of life, but rather a 
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wonderful quality of life that begins in the present.  Waiting for the exodus from death to life to 

happen until after our physical death is just as much a mistake as waiting to enjoy life until after 

we retire.  With that approach, we miss an awful lot of true living. 

 

Think of the dead places in your past—dark days of suffering, a menacing difficulty without a 

solution, a loss that tore your heart out, a wandering you thought would never end.  Life is full of 

dead places, and if we have lived long at all, we have lived through many deaths.  How have we 

survived so much dying?  And beyond mere survival, how is it that we have actually grown 

through these experiences?  It is the power of the God in the Spirit who transforms death into 

life.  Jesus has gone before us in that journey and he shows us the way.  He knows that anything 

that is killing us, anything that leaves us bound and entombed, anything that shatters our faith 

does not have the ultimate power.   

 

Resurrection is not just a doctrine.  Resurrection is not only what Jesus did on the third day after 

his crucifixion.  Resurrection is who Jesus is.  He says, “I am the resurrection and the life.”  

Jesus brings life out of death-- he speaks and Lazarus is raised.  All of us, at the risen One's 

command, can be summoned from whatever grave we may find ourselves in.  You may well be 

in a tomb reeking with death that has kept you imprisoned for years.  Jesus is speaking your 

name.  Can you hear the call to make that exodus... to come forth from that tomb? 

 


