
Free to Be

Isaiah 25:6-9; Psalm 24; Revelation 21:1-6a; John 11:32-44

We have followed Jesus this year and to all sorts of places. The Sunday of this year began with

Jesus showing up in the synagogue at Capernaum. He caused quite a stir. We have spent lots of time

with him on the road as he patiently, repetitiously, taught his disciples. We have witnessed Jesus

feeding hungry people, healing those with infirmities, reaching out and embracing people from all walks

of life. 

This Sunday we are celebrating, All Saints, and like a scary Halloween movie we are following

Jesus out to a cemetery. There, Jesus weeps for his dear, departed friend, Lazarus. But Jesus not only

mourns and laments the death of his friend, Jesus also speaks to the dead. He calls out to the corpse

in the tomb, “Lazarus arise! Come out! Unbind him and let him go!” 

It is one of Jesus’ most impressive wonders, this raising of Lazarus. It wasn’t exactly a

resurrection, more of a resuscitation, because obviously his friend Lazarus eventually died or he would

still be with us. However, the raising of Lazarus is sort of a foreshadowing of Jesus’ resurrection. It’s as

if John wants to say that whenever Jesus shows up, even at a cemetery, hold onto your hats, because

the dead may rise. 

When Jesus called out, “Unbind him and let him go!” Jesus was referring to the bands of cloth

that were wrapped around corpses in that day. Mummies, was what they looked like. 

If you just think about that phrase, “Unbind him and let him go!” I think that may be what Jesus is

trying to say to us on most Sundays here, particularly on this Sunday when we commemorate and

celebrate all the saints. 

I expect there are few other moments in your daily lives when you gather with your friends, and

all are silent and attentive, as an ancient book is read to you. Of course I’m talking about reading from
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the scriptures. Here is a book composed of the testimonies about God where the newest portions of the

writing is nearly 2,000 years old, (some of it is 3000 years old.) Just for this Sunday on All Saints, think

of church as a place where we come and submit ourselves to the wisdom of the dead. We listen to

these ancient testimonies because we are convinced that through these ancient witnesses, God

speaks. That’s why we usually pray after scripture is read and before it is preached, asking that the

Holy Spirit will enliven the words of these fellow Christians long dead so that they may speak to us

today. 

Lots of different things occur when we submit ourselves to the testimonials of the dead.

Sometimes we receive helpful guidance, surprised that the words of the dead can have such relevance

today. At other times we receive comfort. We listen in on those of the past, watching them live through

difficult moments and we find comfort for our moments of sadness. Sometimes the testimony of the

saints sets before us good examples. We watch everyday, ordinary people walk with Jesus (and as we

have noted a couple of times during recently passed Sundays, Jesus’s disciples were very ordinary

people in so many ways). And in watching them all as they walk the way of faith, we are encouraged in

our attempts to be the disciples of Jesus today. 

But this Sunday, with Jesus shouting out to a dead body in the cemetery, “Unbind him, and let

him go!” I’m recalling some of the ways that the saints, those dead Christians of the past, free us from

some of the bands that bind us. 

I read about a church that was in a situation reminiscent of our Methodist fore-bearers here at

the turn of the century. They were going through a tough time of severe financial difficulty. In a meeting

of the church leaders, some suggested that the congregation may be at the end of its life. The money

was running out. The building needed work and back salaries needed to be paid. Is this the end? 

And then someone in the meeting, she may have been the unofficial church historian, stood up
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and read the minutes from a long-ago meeting of congregational leadership. The treasurer’s report said

that the congregation had in its bank account a grand total of $50. And the only reason it had $50 in the

account was that the treasurer had put that money in herself! It was reported in the minutes that one of

the members of the congregation said, “Folks, it looks like we’ve got a decision to make. Does God

really want a church here in this town or not? Did Jesus make a mistake when he urged our founders to

establish a congregation here? Tonight, we get the opportunity to vote. Were all the sacrifices and hard

work of the people who are part of this church before us worthwhile or not?” 

Then the historian turned a few pages in the book of church minutes and read from a meeting a

couple of months later. The church was in the black for the first time in a long time. People had stepped

up, made sacrifices, thought creatively, and the money was there. 

Everybody in the meeting sat there in silence for a moment and then one of the church leaders

said, “Annie, I think we get your point. There is not much of a challenge we face today, that our spiritual

forebears did not encounter before we got here. God was with them and enabled them to find a way

through. I believe God will do so for us in our time. I’m prepared to pay my yearly pledge in full tonight.”

His generosity was followed by another, and another. And the church moved on. 

That night it was as if they got to see Jesus out at the cemetery again. Shouting the, “Unbind

him and let him go!” testimonial from the saints of the past unbound them and they were free to

faithfully follow Jesus in their own time and place. 

Then there was the young couple who was having a tough time in their marriage. They tried

marital counseling sessions but with little improvement. Tearfully, regretfully, they decided that they just

couldn’t go on in their marriage. They decided before going public they would speak with her beloved

grandmother. They did not want the elderly lady to hear about their divorce secondhand. They went to

her and told her, “Grandma, we have some bad news. Sad news. We are going to get a divorce.” 
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“Why?” the grandmother asked. So, they told her how both of them, on different occasions, had

been unfaithful to their marriage vows and they talked about the growing distance between them and

their failed efforts to continue in marriage. 

“Why?” the grandmother persisted. “Your grandfather was unfaithful to me. He deeply regretted

it and I felt sorry for him. We decided to endure a time of great unhappiness, praying that it would be

short-lived. Thank God, it was. We continued and we were married for nearly 50 years. If you really

want to save your marriage, I believe God can help you. With patience, forgiveness, understanding,

and commitment, I believe you can make it.” 

Well, they did. Their grandmother became a God-given means of keeping them together, of

surprising them by their own ability to love, even through the difficulties. 

I believe it was Winston Churchill who said, “History can be a great teacher, but most of the time

we just pick ourselves up, brush ourselves off, and continue in the same dumb direction we had been

walking.” 

Someone else said, “History is a fine teacher with no students.” Maybe with faith we can prove

these statements false. After all, we are Christians. We believe that Jesus Christ came into human

history and thereby changed the course of history. And more than that, All Saints is a reminder that we

believe that God speaks to us through history and from history. Let us therefore submit ourselves to the

wisdom of the saints. Let us forgo our arrogance to think that our time is so different, our problems and

challenges are so special, that we have nothing to learn from those of the past. 

This day, let us give thanks to God for the saints, all of them. Let us allow God to unbind us from

all that would enslave or limit us in our discipleship. What Jesus said at the tomb of his friend Lazarus,

through the saints, he says to us today: Unbind them. Let them go. Thanks be to God. Amen
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