Lent Week 5, Cycle. A. 2023.
The story of Lazarus is the last and greatest “sign” Jesus performed before his Passion and death. Therefore the raising of Lazarus is the culmination of Jesus’ public ministry. This longest single narrative story in all the 4 Gospels (45 verses) which makes it stand out as uniquely important in all the Gospels. This story foreshadows Jesus’ death and Resurrection.
The name “Lazarus”, meaning “My God is my help”, expresses confidence in God’s power and goodness, which will be revealed though Jesus. The name “Bethany” is derived from the Hebrew word “beth, ani” or the Aramaic word “beth “anya”, “house of the poor” or” house of affliction”. St Jerome translates the name into Latin as “domus adflictionis”, “house of affliction”.
Jesus speaks of Lazarus “falling asleep”, by which what he meant was “death”. But the disciples understand this on a merely earthly level. Though they certainly catch up glimpses of his ministry and mission it will not be until after His death and Resurrection that they will truly understand who and what He is. As Christian believers, without understanding and believing in the crucified and risen Jesus, none of the rest of his words or actions really make sense for us, either.
Jesus’ Resurrection is a complete transformation of His body, a life of a completely different order and is no longer bound by the limits of space and time. But unlike Jesus, Lazarus will die again. So his is a restoration to life, not yet eternal life- a reanimation of Lazarus or being brought back to life by the power of God. The Scripture says, by the time Jesus arrives, four days have passed, which means the beginning of the decomposition of his body. After this time, the resurrection would be a first-order miracle, an unequivocal demonstration of the power of God.
Jesus is disturbed and deeply troubled, and he weeps. He loved Lazarus like a brother and grieved like we do. And he shares this deep grief over the death of Lazarus with Maratha and Mary. In his emotions and tears we see the expression of his deep friendship that bound him to Lazarus and his sisters. Jesus was filled with feelings common to all human beings. His reaction to his friend's death was an expression, equally human, of his trouble at the absurdity of death.
Jesus’ command, “Lazarus come out” is a term that is clearly associated with conversion and discipleship and hence it must be understood on two different levels. (1) The literal level, of coming out of the tomb to new life. (2) The spiritual level, of leaving the darkness of death and sin behind, embracing the light of Jesus and following Him as a disciple and willing to give up everything for the sake of his mission. It is therefore absolutely in keeping with the message of conversion and renewal that is at the heart of Lent.
The work of Jesus is to bring life: When Jesus calls himself “the Resurrection and the Life”, he transforms this belief. “Whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live”. “Do you believe this”?. This answer by Jesus defines the life and faith of every believer. It is the same question asked each of us when we confront our own mortality or the death of someone we love. Soon to face his own passion, Jesus has come to Bethany to show Martha and Mary that life does to end in death. In Jesus Christ, the universe received a second chance at creation. Anyone who believed in his death and resurrection, and followed his teaching and example, could participate in this new creation.
At Bethany, Jesus fulfills Ezekiel’s prophesy from the First Reading: “I will open the graves and have you rise from them.”  In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul gives all of us the hope that we can experience the same gift of new life given to Lazarus when he says: "The one who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also”. Once we understand that faith is stronger than death, we have nothing to fear. The hope of Resurrection helps us to overcome Calvary and reach out to the victory that awaits us in the Kingdom of God. Grief is the one emotion shared by very human person at some point during their life on earth. And joy is the one emotion shared by every saint in heaven, who has exchanged their cross for the crown of glory.
When we find ourselves in Bethany’s house, we must look to God to intervene. God who acted powerfully in the stories of Ezekiel and Lazarus and above all in the story of Jesus, will act for us as well. God can resurrect an executed man. God can revive a heartbroken family. God can restore life to a heap of dry bones. No bones are too dry. No grief is too deep. No stone at a tomb entrance is too heavy. “Jesus is the first born of the dead and the warrant of our own resurrection”. And that is a tremendous inspiration for us to live as resurrected people.
