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 A few years ago a university professor was doing some traveling and sat, for a while, waiting for her plane to 

board. While she was there, rather bored, her mind started to wander and she started to think how, in a matter of 

minutes travelers go from a huge open space with fifteen foot ceilings - lots of people around, but still plenty of space 

for everyone, to a steel tube that allows you to stand if you are in the aisle but quickly tapers to just above your head - 

people crowded in, practically on one another's laps.  She was a professor of management and she wondered if the size 

of the place  you're in or the height of the ceiling above your head affected you in any way.  

 

 When she got back to the University of Minnesota she put together an experiment.  She conducted a series of 

tests in which she had students perform various tasks on a laptop computer — some in a room with a 10-foot ceiling and 

some in a room identical in every way except that the ceiling was two feet lower - only 8 feet. 

 

 What she discovered was that students in the higher-ceiling room consistently did well on tasks where they had 

to envision the relationships between things, while students in the lower-ceiling room performed better on detail-

oriented work. The professor explains the results this way:  

With the higher ceiling heights, what seems to happen is that people subconsciously get a sense of freedom from the 

spaciousness of the room. And in lower ceilings, we are activating thoughts related to a sense of confinement, or some 

kind of limitation. And these thoughts shape the kind of processing we do. 

 Her study suggests that it could be helpful to put people in workspaces with different ceiling heights depending 

on their responsibilities. People who need to focus on detail, like computer programmers, accountants and data-entry, 

should be assigned to the lower-ceiling work areas, while those who need to do goal-setting, plan strategies, come up 

with innovative concepts or in other ways see the bigger picture, should get the higher-ceiling spaces. 

 

 What does this have to do with John 11? Well, since we’re thinking about low-ceilings that impart a sense of 

confinement, the tomb of Lazarus definitely qualifies. It’s the burial chamber where Lazarus, the brother of Martha and 

Mary, had been interred. Verse 38 describes the tomb as a cave, with a stone “lying against it” (that is, sealing the 

entryway). Whether it was a naturally occurring cave or a cave hewn out of the rock by human hands, we don’t know. 

Both types were used for burials in those days, but, in either case, these chambers often were the repositories for 

several bodies. Here's what they look like. When you go in, the cave/tomb is barely high enough to stand up in. Tall 

people can't. As you walk in, to the left and to the right - and maybe straight ahead - are resting places for the dead. It's 

sort of like bunk beds except that the beds are carved out of rock - often 3 or 4 high. There isn't much head room in 

each, but that's OK. Those sleeping there aren't likely to get up in the middle of the night and bump their heads.  

 

 Death itself is the ultimate “low-ceiling” problem, the final confinement, the decisive cessation of all that was 

vital in the individual's life.  

 

 Tombs are okay dwellings for the dead, but if you are alive, they are not the sort of places you want to hang out. 

So when Jesus discovers that his friend had died and had already been buried for a couple of days and decided to 

reverse the process and bring him back to life, he does it somewhat remotely (people warned him about opening the 

tomb - there are dead bodies in there and the smell of decaying flesh would be overwhelming). So, without so much as 

an abracadabra (he did have a little prayer thanking God for so often listening to him)  Jesus raises him from the dead 

and yells through the opening, "Lazarus! Come out!"  And that was all there was to it. "Lazarus - come out... Come out of 

your low ceilinged, confined, rotting existence into the fresh air of life where the sky itself is the ceiling and all God's 

green earth is your home." 



 

 Of course, we don’t have to actually die to get stuck under a low ceiling  and in cramped quarters in this life. Life 

is hard, and we can get so bogged down in the day-to-day routine of making a living, paying the bills, mowing the lawn, 

dealing with the kids, placating the spouse, making repairs on the house - all the usual stuff that goes wrong - trying to 

keep up with the demands others place upon us, that we feel as if we don’t have time for much high-ceiling thinking - 

open air in our lives. We feel confined and restrained and ... somehow almost as dead as Lazarus. 

 Eventually, living like that we take on the perception that the limited view of life that we see is all that there is. 

We assume that we should satisfy ourselves in whatever way we can because “you only go around once” - so many 

people take this attitude. We deveolp the idea that individuals don’t matter in the overall scheme of things - that "I" am 

not important in the world... 

 

 Against all of that, Jesus comes along and says, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, 

even though they die, will live.” "John, Sally, Steve, Jessica - COME OUT!" 

 

That’s high-ceiling thinking! 

 

 Of course, it’s pretty hard for us to focus on high-flying concepts like resurrection when we are up to our ears in 

the ordinariness of life. But we all understand the concept. Sometimes it's referred to with phrases like, “Think outside 

the box,” or, as the Taco Bell ad people would have us say, “Think Outside the bun.” It all means that there is more to 

life than what we see day to day and we ought not settle for the ordinary. 

 

 Jesus comes along and clearly had a “Think outside of the grave” mentality, something Martha and the disciples 

didn’t have. Lent is a high-ceiling, thinking outside the grave kind of season for us. It’s an opportunity to understand that 

Jesus calls us to a higher level of life, to leave behind our low-ceiling, inside the box, inside the grave perspectives. 

 

 There’s no better context to experience and implement this kind of radical thinking than in and through the 

church.  

 

 One congregation took this kind of thinking to heart. Recently they reviewed their mission statement, which 

included some ambitious aims in keeping with the Great Commission about reaching the world for Christ. But this 

congregation was in a rural, no-growth area, and its membership was gradually shrinking. Someone at the meeting 

suggested that the mission statement should be revised to say, “We will become the best small church that we can be.” 

 

 It’s unlikely that this person was thinking in terms of low ceilings at the time, but do you see what the effect of 

such a mission statement could be? It may sound realistic, but it lowers the expectations, lowers the goals, and gets the 

congregation focused more on the day-to-day details of being a church with a limited mission instead of thinking how it 

can accomplish great things - or at least try to - and when we try, even if we fail, we go much further than we would 

have with a smaller vision. 

 

 Thankfully, there were people in the meeting who sensed the problem with that suggestion, and it was not 

adopted. They kept their "Let's Reach The World" mission statement. 

 

 But it's not an either-or kind of thing. In almost any endeavor in this world, we need both the people who work 

at the low-ceiling, detail-oriented tasks, and we need those who think more globally and long-range. But in the church, 

and in our lives in general, no matter which ceiling type is our personal forte, we need to not lose sight of the big 

picture. 



 

 There is a church in Waco, Texas that literally meets under a bridge. They meet under an interstate overpass 

running north and south through the city.  On their website they tell their story: “In 1992, a Christian couple from Waco 

and a Baylor student spent some time getting to know several of the homeless men sleeping under the Interstate 35 

bridge. Over the next few months, the men accepted the invitation to meet for Bible study on Sunday mornings at the 

bridge. Over the weeks and months, the small group grew to include more homeless folks, other lower-income people 

and local community persons who either had no church experience or felt like they did not fit in at other local churches. 

Many of the basic needs of the lower-income and homeless were met through the shared resources available. Within a 

couple of years, the Bible study group realized God was doing something more than just a Bible study. Thus, Church 

Under the Bridge acknowledged its existence and began taking on more responsibilities as the body of Christ. 

 

“In 1998, the church realized its need to establish its vision statement, core values and basic leadership structure. The 

Covenant Community was created for those who sensed God’s leadership and call to this particular church. Those 

interested in being a part of the decision making and servant leadership were asked to complete six weeks of 

foundational class and become active in a small group of the church. In 1999, the Covenant Community selected three 

from among themselves to shape the vision and direction of the church, deal with difficult issues and oversee basic 

principles.  

 

“Church Under the Bridge attempts to avoid denomination, cultural, economic or racial distinctions. We are a 

multicultural church committed to the lordship of Jesus Christ and the unity of his Spirit. We welcome folks from wide and 

diverse backgrounds to love God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit with all their heart, soul and mind, and to love their 

neighbors as themselves.” For 22 years they've been meeting under that bridge... now ministering to several hundred 

people... Three people who saw beyond the confines of their local church building and saw the world as a much bigger 

place made a huge impact on their world. That’s the Christian’s highest-ceiling vision. "What can I do to make a 

difference for Christ?" 

 

 “Lazarus, come out,” Jesus called, telling him and his sisters and, really, all of us who follow him, not to think 

that the restrictions of low-ceiling places are the whole story - that even death is not final. 

 

 Here’s one more way to think about this: In Bloomingdale, New Jersey, there is a summer camp run by The 

Salvation Army called Star Lake. The camp has all the usual accoutrements  — cabins, a dining hall, activity buildings, ball 

fields, a swimming beach and so on, but it also has a large, roofed structure with open sides they call the Tabernacle. 

There is a sign in the Tabernacle that reads, “I come here to find myself. It is so easy to get lost in the world."  Each camp 

day there is a devotional service in the Tabernacle for all campers and staff members, and what takes place in those 

services pushes each person to look beyond the routine of camp activities to lift their sights higher, if only briefly. “I 

come here to find myself. It is so easy to get lost in the world." 

 

 Churches need to escape low-ceiling thinking. But on an individual level, we generally think too small, too. It's so 

easy to get lost in the world every day. This week think about the ceilings in your life - those imposed by others and 

those you impose on yourself. Think about those things that confine you. They may be good things - family 

responsibilities, relationships, earning a living... but there are some things that get in the way of life that you can 

overcome if you recognize them and force them aside -  pessimism and grudges and prejudices and impatience and 

wasting precious time. Make the conscious decision to change - to live a life filled with possibilities and goodness and 

peace and generosity. God will bless you and you will find new life in our old one. But you have to listen to Jesus - "Come 

Out!" 



 

 


