
March 7 2021 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Years ago, radio personality and commentator Paul Harvey told the story of incident that took 

place during a political campaign several years ago. As politics can get a little heated from time 

to time, I’m a little anxious to tell the story, but I hope you’ll indulge me. It’s really not partisan 

and could have happened to anyone. Besides, it’s far removed from today’s political climate. 

 

As Paul Harvey told it, several years ago, former Vice President Dan Quayle was on the 

campaign trail in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois campaigning for an Illinois politician, 

Representative Lynn Martin. 

 

Everyone was excited to have the vice president coming to town. It was a great honor for the 

area. Several key leaders decided to throw a parade to welcome Vice President Quayle to town.  

Organizers of the political rally even got school children excused from school so that they could 

come out for the parade and join the celebration. 

 

Gathering all of the children together, they asked the youngsters to wave and cheer when the vice 

president’s motorcade came by. The children had their flags and banners at the ready. Their 

excitement was bubbling up inside them as they watched the street for the motorcade. You could 

hear the thrill in their voices as they stood at the side of the street. They were well-prepared as a 

motorcade began to come down the street. Following instructions as young children do so well in 

these situations, they started to wave and cheer as loud as they could as the motorcade passed by. 

 

There was only one small problem. “Stand by,” as Paul Harvey would say, “for the rest of the 

story.” The children were shouting and waving to greet Vice President Quayle with a great deal 

of enthusiasm. As the motorcade came by, however, the adults who were with the young ones 

realized that the motorcade didn’t belong to the vice president at all. Rather than a secret service 

car at the lead, there was a hearse. The first motorcade wasn’t Vice President Quayle, but a 

funeral procession. “And now you know the rest of the story.” 

 

There wasn’t much rejoicing as Jesus approached the tomb of his friend, Lazarus, in our 

scripture lesson this morning. No one was cheering. Days ago, the people of Jerusalem had 

waved palm branches as Jesus entered Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. But now, Lazarus’ 

community was in deep grief. Even his sisters were upset with their friend, Jesus. 
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You see, Lazarus lived in Bethany. It was within a brief walk of Jerusalem. When Jesus heard 

that Lazarus was ill, he delayed his journey to Bethany by two days. When he arrived, however, 

Lazarus had been dead in the tomb for four days. Mary and Martha put the blame at Jesus’ feet.  

They told him that had he been there, Lazarus would be alive. In the verses just before this, we 

see Jesus weeping together with them at the devastating loss of his friend. 

As Jesus approaches the tomb, he notices it is sealed shut. So he asks them to roll away the stone.  

Does it sound familiar? There’s an Easter story here, isn’t there? But instead of an empty tomb, 

they find the rotting, stinking, grave-clothes-wrapped body of Lazarus. Standing at the entrance 

to the tomb, Jesus prays and then shouts, “Lazarus, come out.” And Lazarus lives again. 

This is good news, right? This is cause for celebration. The one who was rotten, stinking dead for 

four days, is alive again! Their mourning has been turned into dancing again. They can’t believe 

their eyes, but John, the gospel writer, tells us that many believed in Jesus because of this event.  

This is usually where we end the story, talking about Lazarus’ new life and the life that God 

offers us in Jesus Christ, too. Right? 

But you can’t stop here. Just when you think you know the story, “stand by for the rest of the 

story.” 

When the Pharisees and the high priests heard about what Jesus was doing, they called together 

the Sanhedrin, the council of religious rulers. When Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, he had 

gone too far for them. They weren’t upset because Lazarus was alive again, but because Jesus 

had gained a following. People began to believe in him and follow after him. 

They said, “What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on like this, 

everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our 

nation.” Caiaphas, the high priest, had power because the Romans gave him power so long as he 

kept the pax Romana, the Roman peace. He was an enforcer of the peace among his own people.  

If the Romans were to see a bunch of folks following after a Jew who seems to have some 

miraculous powers, they will fear that the rest of the Jews could rise up in revolt. Caiaphas 

would lose his job, but the people would also be wiped out by the sheer force of the empire. 

They would lose their land as well as their temple. 

“And now you know…the rest of the story.” 

New life for Lazarus would mean a significant step towards the cross of Good Friday. Caiaphas 

and the other religious leaders couldn’t risk losing their land, their authority, and the temple 

because of what Jesus was doing. Bringing life could mean an end for them and for the rest of 

their people. The Romans were too powerful. They’d wipe them out. They couldn’t risk it. Jesus 

was speaking life into a stinky tomb, but it was too risky for some. There’s a high cost to 

bringing life in the midst of death. For Jesus, it would cost his own life. 

There’s a high cost to following Jesus, too, isn’t there? Even when we’re following him to life, 

there’s a high cost to follow at times, isn’t there? It isn’t easy speaking life into the tombs that 

reek of death in our own lives today. When we call forth life, it might be too much to grasp at 

times. 
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Not too long ago, I was visiting with a friend who shared with me that his family had all turned 

against him because of how he voted in an election. He wept as he shared with me how he felt 

that they had shunned him and turned him away. In these days of bitter divisions, too many of us 

have known the stench of the tombs of polarization, bitterness, anger, and resentment with those 

we love and love us. How do we respond when Jesus stands at the entrance, calling us to come 

out of the tomb? How do we invite others to life when we have delayed in getting to the tomb? 

In a day when food insecurity is one of the greatest fears and realities for so many individuals 

and families, what risk do we take to stand at the entrance of the tomb and provide the voice for 

life; bringing food to those who hunger and thirst? 

As families and individuals face evictions and homelessness in the days to come, how will the 

Church share life? How might we roll away the stone that keeps some closed within the tomb 

that reeks of cycles of poverty and bring life to those who have found themselves sealed inside? 

When we fear that anything we say can be political in this day, how might we work to bring 

about racial reconciliation and healing in a hurting world? Will we stand at the tombs of injustice 

and unbind those who have been bound too long by inaction and delay? 

Oh, Church, the risk is great when we stand at the tomb and call one another to life. Sometimes, 

we’ll misunderstand one another. Sometimes, we’ll want to hang onto our power or a sense of 

peace that works for us. The cost of following Jesus, of stepping into life, might mean our lives, 

our reputations…our all. 

Caiaphas thought he was doing what was right. He was trying to hang onto control. There was 

just too much at risk. Everything and everyone could be lost. 

Yet, Jesus didn’t count the cost of his life to bring Lazarus to life. He stood at the tomb anyways.  

Because he knew that the cross and tomb that lie ahead for him wouldn’t have the final say, 

either. He knew that Easter was on its way even thought it was going to be a difficult week. 

We, too, stand at the tombs of churches and societies that are on the brink of new life. We stand 

at the tomb of a nation that seems so broken that many wonder if we’ll find our way. We stand at 

the tomb of a world that has been cut off, closed down, and sealed shut for a year now. And they 

stink to high heaven. But Jesus didn’t count the price for life to be too high to bring back 

Lazarus. And the journey he made to the cross and the tomb was just as much for Caiaphas, the 

Romans, Lazarus, Mary, Martha, oppressed, and oppressor as it was for you and me. 

And the tombs don’t win. That’s Why Easter Matters. The tombs don’t get the last say. We may 

struggle to hear the voice of God calling. We may think we’re doing God’s will when we’re 

acting like Caiaphas. We might be too afraid to approach the tombs that are sealed shut, but 

Jesus wasn’t. And Jesus isn’t. And there’s something about that voice that still calls us back, that 

still infuses life, that won’t let the grave clothes bind us. Are we willing to follow? There’s a 

high cost…but it’s worth the life! “And now you know the rest of the story.” 

 


