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5th Sunday of Lent Homily Year A   

 
About 15 years ago I was on retreat as a young Jesuit and each day I kept on being 

struck by the fact that the crowds were strongly drawn to Jesus in so many of the 

gospel scenes. Even though I had read and prayed over the scriptures for quite a few 

years before this, I had never really noticed this very human dimension of Jesus – that 

he was a person that others, including myself, found very appealing, that he was a 

person who enjoyed being in relationships with other people starting with his mother, 

Mary, the apostles, and his great friends from Bethany- Mary, Martha and Lazarus.   

I was reminded of this when I sat down to reflect upon today’s gospel involving the 

resurrection of Lazarus who had been dead for 4 days. I do not know about you but I 

can only imagine what the experience or raising Lazarus from the dead would have 

been like. It is beyond our experience. Rather than be distracted by this, I would like 

to suggest that in some ways today’s gospel is not so much about the miracle of new 

life for Lazarus but rather the growth in faith of his sister Martha and in particular her 

faith that Jesus is indeed the resurrection and the life.  

As we all know it is only a week until Holy Week and Easter Sunday is only two 

weeks ago. In any other year, in many parishes around the world, many adults would 

be preparing to be baptized and received into the Church at the Easter ceremonies – 

sadly with the Coronavirus this will not be happening and each of us will be 

celebrating Easter through online offerings. Nevertheless over the last three weeks our 

Gospel readings have not just presented to us examples of faith but also rich 

baptismal imagery- there was water with the woman at the well, last weekend there 

was light with healing of the man born blind and today’s raising Lazarus from dead 

highlights the gift of new life that we experience in our relationship with Jesus. This 

is paralleled in today’s first reading from Ezekiel with the image of the Spirit 
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gathering the scattered bones of the Israelites and breathing new life into them. Water, 

light and new life are a wonderful summary of the gift of baptism and its effect in our 

lives. Through baptism God makes God’s home in our hearts. We begin our life in 

Christ with the pouring of water over us in the name of the Father, Son and the Holy 

Spirit. At our baptism we are given a candle lit from the Easter Candle, presenting to 

us Christ, the Light of the World. And then we spend the rest of our Christian lives 

continuing to explore and grow into our new life with God nourished and sustained by 

our personal prayer, the other sacraments of the Church and the example of each other 

in our Christian community.  

Unlike the three synoptic gospels, the Gospel of John presents an understanding of the 

gift of eternal life beginning in the here and now as opposed to when we die. In the 

tender conversation between Jesus and Martha, both mourning the death of her 

brother Lazarus, Jesus says to Martha “I am the resurrection and the life. If anyone 

believes in me, even though he dies he will live, and whoever lives and believes in me 

will never die. Do you believe this?”  

This question Jesus puts to Martha is the same question he puts to us. What does it 

mean for each of us to say Jesus is the resurrection and the life, or Jesus you are the 

Christ, the Son of God? Through our baptism and the reception of other sacraments 

especially the Eucharist we are renewed in Christ. Sadly at this time, we are prevented 

from receiving the Eucharist but we are not deprived our relationship with God and 

our ability to nurture this relationship through prayer. As we heard in St Paul’s letter 

to the Romans the Spirit of God has made his home in each of us. As we come to 

these final weeks of Lent in a time of uncertainty and fear, we can be strengthened by 

our belief that God is with us and has made his home is us. As we pray with the 

scriptures, we can reflect upon what is it about the person of Jesus that we find 
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appealing, what is it about the person of Jesus that fills us with joy and inspiration, 

what draws each of us to come and pray, being a community that is united in our 

minds and hearts at this time,  yearning to be together with our God and each other in 

the months to come. And just as Jesus said to the villagers of Bethany with respect to 

Lazarus “unbind him”, what re the parts of ourselves that need unbinding so that we 

may walk freely in our life of faith seeking to witness boldly to the resurrection of 

Jesus, of God’s victory over sin and death, which empowers us to embrace the 

beginnings of the gift of eternal life.  

Thomas Renshaw SJ 


