
LAZARUS  Fifth Sunday of Lent 

 A little background to the first reading. 

580 years before Christ, the Jewish people were conquered by the Babylonian 

 empire and forced into exile.  They lost their land, their temple, their worship. 

 They were hopeless.  They were lifeless.  Ezekiel describes them as dry bones.  But 

 there would be a time when God would call them from their grave of despair and 

 bring them home again to the land of Israel.  No longer would they know the pain of 

 exile.  They would be given a new spirit and begin to live again.  

The Gospel story is about another grave and one who will live again. 

Right before this event, Jesus was teaching in the temple area.  He spoke about 

 his Father, that he came from God.  He said that he would lay down his life and 

 take it up again.  This caused the Jews to be divided.  Many were coming to believe 

 in him, but others wanted to stone him. And others even tried to arrest him, but he 

 slipped away to the countryside. 

On hearing that Lazarus had died, he said, “ Let us go to him.”  But the disciples said, 

 “Why go back there?  The Jews are trying to stone you.” But he goes.  There was a 

 belief among them that the life breath remained in the body for 3 days.  Jesus 

 waited for the fourth day so they would know that he was truly raised from the 

 dead. Many believed Jesus who said, “I am the Resurrection and the Life.”  

The little village of Bethany, the Jewish name, is on the eastern slope of the 

 Mount of Olives, about 2 miles from Jerusalem.  Jesus often visited there, the 

 home of his friends, Martha, Mary and Lazarus.   

In 2000 I spent 3 months in the Holy Land as part of a study pilgrimage.  30 of us stayed 

 at a convent and the sisters showed us what was found when digging the foundation 

 of their convent. Clearly this was the site of an ancient cemetery at the edge of 

 the village. The Arab name for the village is Al-Azariyeh, a version of Lazarus.  T

 here you can go down some 20 steps to a chamber and see the tomb.  I had 

 someone take a picture of me climbing out of the tomb. 

 



There are 3 elements of this story that apply to us. 

 First:  JESUS CALLS!    “Lazarus, come out.”  And he calls us.  

  Come out of our tomb. Come out of our sinful habits.  

  Come out of our addictions, our anxiety, our despair. 

  Come out of the tomb of loneliness, or fear, or greed, or emptiness.  

  Come out of the tomb of whatever keeps us from living 

   a productive, joy-filled life. 
 

  Second:  Is our RESPONSE:   Lazarus had to hear and respond. 

  He had to make his way through the darkness,  

  trusting the call, trusting there would be something out there. 

  Sometimes it’s hard to change, to leave behind what we know and move to  

  something new.  It’s hard to leave our comfort zone.  It takes courage.  
 

   Third:  Is the COMMUNITY:    

  Jesus could have rolled away the stone.  

  He could have made the burial cloths disappear. 

  But he directed the friends to  

   “Roll away the stone,  Untie him and let him go.”  
 

 It is the community, our friends –  each other  

  who support us   - who remove what binds us 

 When we come out of our tomb, there is a community to welcome us 

   There is light and Hope   -  There is a life to live.  

There is a stone that keeps us in the tomb, whatever it is. 

God is God of mercy and forgiveness. 

God removes the stone of sin that weighs heavy on our hearts 

 And we can also remove the stones that keep others entombed 

 We can untie one another and let them be free.  
 

And as we walk out into the light, from the darkness of what kept us bound,  

Let us leave behind that place of death and walk freely into life. 

 

 



When he was freed from prison after 27 years, Nelson Mandela said, 

 “As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I 

didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.”  

It’s our resentments, our anger, our prejudice and our fears that keep us entombed.  

Let us hear the call to “come out”, have the courage to walk through the darkness and  

find the new life that waits for us in freedom.   


