
Fifth Sunday of Lent – Year A 

 

The story of the raising of Lazarus is one of the richest 

in all of scripture.  Every detail is used to bring forth the 

deep meaning of what has occurred and it’s easy to get 

lost in all of that.  Having a guide through the tall weeds 

of all that is going on can be a great help in uncovering 

more of the mystery of salvation present. 

My guides are actually the three members of the family 

of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus.  We know from 

elsewhere in the scriptures that these three were not 

chance acquaintances of Jesus.  We don’t know the 

particulars of how they met, but Jesus knew them well, 

had great affection for them, and enjoyed a place at their 

table and in their hearts. 

The death of Lazarus, then, was not something Jesus 

simply took note of.  Even the very fact that the sisters 

sent Jesus the news that Lazarus was ill gives us a clue 

into the deep ties between them. 

Jesus’ decision to wait before returning to Bethany is 

therefore puzzling.  It  only makes sense if we remember 

the primacy of Jesus’ mission in his decision making.  

The death of Lazarus, because of how it affects the 

already existing bonds of love that are in place, will be a 

prime opportunity to proclaim the potency of the 

kingdom of God, even in the face of death, that reality 

which seems most resistant to it. 

When Jesus does arrive, it’s Martha who first goes out 

to meet him.  Not surprising.  We’ve already been 

introduced to this woman who is a person of action.  

The conversation between Martha and Jesus provides 
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the theological elements of what is occurring.  Martha 

has already accepted the teaching that there is a 

resurrection of the dead on the last day.  Jesus brings 

that teaching home to her and corrects her thinking to 

focus not only on what is going to happen, but what is 

occurring in her very midst, at that very moment.   

The presence of God in Jesus brings resurrection and 

life in the here and now, and not just at the moment 

when our life in this world ends. We are not living in a 

world separate from the kingdom of God.  It is already 

present in our midst. 

Death is not something that only engages our thinking, 

though.  When Jesus and Mary meet, she says the same 

thing that Martha starts out with: “Lord, if you had been 

here, my brother would not have died.”  But this time 

Jesus is talking with someone whose utter grief has 

undone her, and that makes a heady conversation about 

the nature of the kingdom of God impossible.  The depth 

of Mary’s emotion overtakes Jesus as well as all the 

others present.   

This is not a standard healing story.  Jesus is moved in 

the depths of his own being in ways that don’t come 

through elsewhere in the gospels.  He must confront the 

death of one who is dear to him, Lazarus, and show God 

to be the Lord of life in all circumstances, especially the 

ones that threaten to shipwreck us on our faith journey. 
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Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb.  And Lazarus 

responds.  No words are spoken in this encounter, but 

the message cannot be missed.  Jesus is the Lord of life, 

the Son of the Father.  We believe in him, in his person, 

and not just in things about him.  We let him be present 

to our lives, our whole lives, including their brokenness 

and loss and grief.   

And he responds by calling us out of the darkness of the 

tomb into the fullness of life in his presence. 

The Church teaches that the person who desires baptism 

is already participating in its grace.  The desire itself is 

God’s gift.  That teaching plays itself out in many ways.  

The elect are now moving forward quickly forward 

quickly to that moment of particular grace when, in the 

waters of baptism they die with Christ so that they may 

rise with him, not only on the last day but here in the 

everyday events of their life, here where the drama of 

salvation unfolds moment by moment. 

Their journey to the Easter sacraments is a reminder to 

us all that if we remain faithful to the path of disciple-

ship we will experience God and the presence of his 

kingdom in this life.   

True, its fullness lies up ahead, but its presence is 

available already now.  Jesus himself is the resurrection 

and the life, and he makes himself available in the 

sacraments we are about to receive and even in our 

desire to receive them. 


