
The Fifth Sunday of Lent Readings March 28 & 29, 2020 
 
 
FIRST READING: Ezekiel 37:12-14 
 
A reading from the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel: 
 Thus says the Lord GOD: O my people, I will open your graves and have you rise from them, and bring you 
back to the land of Israel. Then you shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and have you rise 
from them, O my people! I will put my spirit in you that you may live, and I will settle you upon your land; thus 
you shall know that I am the LORD. I have promised, and I will do it, says the LORD. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 130:1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8. 
 
With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. 
 
Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD; LORD, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to my voice in 
supplication. 
With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. 
 
If you, O LORD, mark iniquities, LORD, who can stand? But with you is forgiveness, that you may be revered.  
With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. 
 
I trust in the LORD; my soul trusts in his word. More than sentinels wait for the dawn, 
let Israel wait for the LORD. 
With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. 
 
For with the LORD is kindness and with him is plenteous redemption; And he will redeem Israel from all their 
iniquities. 
With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. 
 
 
 
SECOND READING: Romans 8:8-11 
 
A reading from the Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans: 
 
 Brothers and sisters: Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. But you are not in the flesh; on the 
contrary, you are in the spirit, if only the Spirit of God dwells in you. Whoever does not have the Spirit of Christ 
does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the spirit is alive 
because of righteousness. 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. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
 
 



GOSPEL: John 11:1-45 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John: 
 
 Now a man was ill, Lazarus from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary was the one 
who had anointed the Lord with perfumed oil and dried his feet with her hair; it was her brother Lazarus who 
was ill. So the sisters sent word to him saying, “Master, the one you love is ill.” When Jesus heard this he said, 
“This illness is not to end in death, but is for the glory of God, that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” 
Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. So when he heard that he was ill, he remained for two 
days in the place where he was. Then after this he said to his disciples, “Let us go back to Judea.” The disciples 
said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just trying to stone you, and you want to go back there?” Jesus answered, 
“Are there not twelve hours in a day? If one walks during the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the 
light of this world. But if one walks at night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him.” He said this, and 
then told them, “Our friend Lazarus is asleep, but I am going to awaken him.” So the disciples said to him, 
“Master, if he is asleep, he will be saved.” But Jesus was talking about his death, while they thought that he 
meant ordinary sleep. So then Jesus said to them clearly, “Lazarus has died. And I am glad for you that I was 
not there, that you may believe. Let us go to him.” So Thomas, called Didymus, said to his fellow disciples, “Let 
us also go to die with him.” When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four 
days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, only about two miles away. And many of the Jews had come to 
Martha and Mary to comfort them about their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went 
to meet him; but Mary sat at home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died. But even now I know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.” Jesus said to her, “Your 
brother will rise.” Martha said to him, “I know he will rise, in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus told her, 
“I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live, and everyone who lives 
and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” She said to him, “Yes, Lord. I have come to believe that 
you are the CHRIST, the Son of God, the one who is coming into the world.” When she had said this,  she went 
and called her sister Mary secretly, saying, “The teacher is here and is asking for you.” As soon as she heard 
this, she rose quickly and went to him. For Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still where Martha 
had met him. So when the Jews who were with her in the house comforting her saw Mary get up quickly and 
go out, they followed her, presuming that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When Mary came to 
where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died.” When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who had come with her weeping, he 
became perturbed and deeply troubled, and said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Sir, come 
and see.” And Jesus wept. So the Jews said, “See how he loved him.” But some of them said, “Could not the 
one who opened the eyes of the blind man have done something so that this man would not have died?” So 
Jesus, perturbed again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay across it. Jesus said, “Take away the 
stone.” Martha, the dead man’s sister, said to him, “Lord, by now there will be a stench; he has been dead for 
four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believe you will see the glory of God?” So they took 
away the stone. And Jesus raised his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you for hearing me. I know that you always 
hear me; but because of the crowd here I have said this, that they may believe that you sent me.” And when 
he had said this, He cried out in a loud voice,  “Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, tied hand and 
foot with burial bands, and his face was wrapped in a cloth. So Jesus said to them, “Untie him and let him go.” 
Now many of the Jews who had come to Mary and seen what he had done began to believe in him. 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
 
 
 



The Fifth Sunday of Lent Reflection March 28 & 29, 2020 
 
The story of Lazarus is both powerful and long. The story consists of four scenes. The story opens as Jesus 
hears that Lazarus, one he loved, was fatally ill. Jesus dilly dallies until he’s sure that Lazarus had died. Jesus 
confuses the twelve apostles by doing this. When Jesus tells them flatly that Lazarus is dead, he shocks them. I 
preached on this Gospel, for the first time, in 1981. I was shocked, too, when I looked at the whole story of 
Lazarus. There is no way around this. Jesus had the power to heal yet he chose to do nothing. He caused 
Lazarus’ death by his passivity. How could Jesus do this? The story tells us specifically of how Jesus loved 
Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary. He did this to them! Why did he do this? 
 
To know the mind of God is impossible. I don’t always know my motives or reasons for what I do. However, 
through the text of the gospel of John, we can get a glimpse of a plan. Jesus’ actions may indeed have a 
reason. He will act in a unique, surprising and spectacular way, at story’s end. 
 
I believe this gospel is one of the most powerful and important gospels we have, not for the reason most 
people expect. 
 
We move to the next scene. Jesus and his twelve lads arrive at his friends’ home. Martha rushes to meet and 
confront Jesus. From elsewhere in John’s gospel, we’ve met Martha before. We know she is a woman of 
strong opinion and not afraid to speak her mind. We saw in that story that she is what we call a mulier fortis, 
Latin for strong woman. However, in this story, she gets in Jesus’ face. The text is clear, Martha heard that 
Jesus was on his way, too late (as it seemed) to heal her brother, Lazarus. Martha went out of her way hunting 
for Jesus. In this scene we see here, a mulier fortissima, meaning she was on steroids. I can picture this 
encounter; Martha is inches (not keeping adequate social distance of six feet) away from Jesus’ face and 
hisses, “Lord, if you had been here, Lazarus would never have died!” I can hear her anger, grief and pain. 
These are almost palpable. Martha accused Jesus with what we know to be the truth. I am sure it had a 
powerful impact upon Jesus. She was heaping guilt and shovel by shovel; it must have hit Jesus with a 
powerful blow. Jesus knew it was true! 
 
How many of us have lost people we loved in death? There are always issues of things we’ve done, said or not, 
that in death, remain unresolved. Jesus seems to be more like us. We can meet Jesus and he can meet us on a 
very human level. He’s as human as we are. We share these experiences together. 
 
A few unfortunate lapses in behavior cannot define a lifetime of relationship. Love can be a powerful bond. 
We witness Jesus in a surprising light. He felt loss, sorrow, grief and a bit of guilt. We don’t expect that. This 
story reveals Jesus in his humanity. Here we witness Jesus relating to life and those he loved. He is like us. This 
is why I like this story so much. 
 
Jesus them goes to the house where he meets Mary, who is there sitting Shiva. Shiva is a week-long Jewish 
Tradition of mourning. It lasts eight days. This encounter is much different. Here the context and emotional 
level is different. Mary mourns and so does Jesus. Mary falls to Jesus’ feet when she meets him. How often 
have we had to support, physically, grieving loved ones in our arms. Our subsequent embrace (something we 
are not able to do now) strengthens our bond and conveys our solidarity in sorrow.  
 
This human instinct, to have physical contact with loved ones, is hard wired in us. It is necessary right now for 
the common good, to ignore and avoid these instincts. With the threat of the COVID19, these simple human 
acts aid in the virus’ spread. 
 



We already know some of the mixed baggage Jesus carries. Here we have powerful insight into who Jesus was 
and what he was like. Mary speaks the same words as did Martha, “Lord, if you had been here, Lazarus would 
never have died.” These words, spoken in tears, show us something most poignant, powerful and personal: 
Jesus weeps. We can read, in other gospels, of Jesus weeping over Jerusalem. We can accept the fact that 
Jesus could face the limits of his time and efforts, but here we witness Jesus experiencing profound personal 
grief, mixed with what we already know is guilt. 
 
How often are our feelings mixed? When those we love die we can expect a cocktail of emotions difficult to 
sort out. We experience loss, grief, sorrow and an empty spot never to be filled again. Depending on how or 
when the person died, we may experience shock, horror, disbelief or relief that they are released from long 
suffering or the threat of it. I hear Jesus, over the death of Lazarus and Jesus’ interaction with Lazarus’ two 
sisters, having the same cocktail of sentiment. 
 
One powerful element of this story is the fact that there are other people present. Some mention of Jewish 
burial custom, which continue to this day, will be helpful. After death, the body would be washed and dressed, 
laid out for viewing, then wrapped and bound with spiced and then laid in a tomb. A tomb in Jesus’ day was 
like a family mausoleum. The body would be placed on a shelf to decompose. After a few years, the family 
would return to collect the bones and place them in a box called an ossuary. These tombs, scattered all over 
modern Israel, can contain generations of these ossuaries. The body would be buried within a day, before 
sundown of the day after death. These friends and family would be those directly involved with the burial 
ritual and mourning. 
 
Lazarus died four days earlier. We know this from the text. These folks were with Martha and Mary as they 
were half way through the eight day period of mourning, sitting Shiva. Since it took people a long time, in 
antiquity to travel, the eight days of Shiva was important to allow family to gather together as the body had to 
be in the ground by sundown of the day after death. This is an ancient custom of many cultures. It prevented 
disease from spreading and since there was no effective embalming as we have today, a body would begin to 
smell quickly. 
 
Jesus has done something else. It’s a major part of the story. We can miss, for it is difficult to see the forest for 
the trees. Jesus was a fellow mourner gathering with other family and friends. We hear the interaction Jesus 
had with the fellow mourners, or at least their response and reaction to his presence. Some spoke with 
compassion toward Jesus as fellow mourners. Others spoke with judgment. This sure sounds like my family. 
Martha and Mary did not grieve alone. All of us gather like this when a loved one dies too. We do what Jesus 
did. 
 
Wakes are part of our human experience. Today, a wake for a family member becomes an opportunity to see 
people unseen in years. I remember a time when a wake was a quiet, somber event. Today, people laugh and 
talk as they spend more time visiting the living as opposed to viewing the dead. I maintain the that funerals 
are for the living and not the dead. We gather in memory of our loved one who has died. The memories are 
ours, not theirs. Alone our memories cause pain and sorrow for we feel the loss more profoundly alone. When 
we are together the memories can give joy and comfort. The funeral is for those who are left; together with 
one another in the name of Jesus. Jesus told us that when two or more gather in his name, he is in our midst. 
Each time we gather together in grief for a funeral, we can experience, as Martha and Mary, Jesus with us.  
 
The promise of eternal life and resurrection can be a pie in the sky. Few of us look forward to death and for 
the world to end. If Jesus promise is realized after we die and when Jesus returns at the end of time, what 
good is the promise? It is easy, then, to fall into the trap set for believers in Jesus by Carl Marx. Religion 
becomes the opiate for the masses. This life is brutal and short. The reward will come after we die. 



 
I maintain that the promise unfolds as we need it. God works through each of us as we gather (or maintain 
contact with people through phone calls, email or social media). To experience the gospel promise in life, is 
like taking time to stop and smell the roses. If we stop and ask where we can find Jesus, we remember Jesus’ 
name and will know Jesus’ presence within our gathering. It can happen over the phone and as I type and you 
read these words. 
 
So far, I have covered only three of the four scenes in the story. The last scene is what Jesus had in mind. We 
catch one more powerful glimpse into Jesus humanity. We hear that he was troubled in spirit, moved by the 
deepest emotions as he approached the tomb. I wonder what that means. In the third scene we heard that 
Jesus wept. Was this more of the same grief or something more?  
 
Before mass begins, as I wait for the cue to start, I’m always nervous as I anticipate what I have to do. I can 
feel some anxiety, fear, self doubt and unworthiness. At each mass I lead worship and speak without notes. 
Even though I’ve done it for years, and sometimes every day, I suspect that in this story, just before Jesus acts 
to raise Lazarus from the dead, we share a common, human experience. I feel that way all the way up to my 
first step down the aisle. With that first step, I witness to my trust in the Holy Spirit to lead and guide my 
actions and words. This shows that I am human and that Jesus in his humanity is with me. Jesus, in his mix of 
deep emotion show that we are much like him. 
 
However, none of us can raise the dead to life. Jesus raised Lazarus, showing that he is God. He raised a man 
from the dead. Many came to believe in this powerful sign. Martha, Mary, the Twelve and the mourners knew; 
God is with us. Jesus initial, seemingly heartless act of doing nothing led to this. I maintain that this action, 
though powerful and Godly, shows us nothing new. We already believe and know that Jesus is God. The 
wonder and awe of this gospel is in knowing Jesus, the one like us. 
 
“Untie him,” Jesus said, “and let him go free.” How hard that saying can be for us. In a sense, that’s what we 
all do when those we love die. We let them go; we have no choice in face of life’s hard reality. To let them go 
free is different. It means to entrust them to God’s loving embrace. They live in God and live in our memories. 
Their goodness will remain part of us as long as we live. When each of us dies, and that all of us will, God will 
embrace each of us and those who love us will remember. Our goodness enriches their lives as well. Here we 
can glimpse eternal life, experience a hint of Jesus promise. The raising of Lazarus is a certain sign of divinity. If 
we expect signs like that, we will miss the subtle, powerful signs of divinity within and among us. 
 
James D. Beath March 29, 2020 


