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Opening Prayer

God ever faithful to Your word,

You promised us the spirit of life,
for with You is mercy
and plenteous redemption,
and in that gift of Your Spirit,
bestowed on us the promise of eternal life.

May we who believe in Christ
as our resurrection and life
live by the power of Your spirit
and glorify You throughout our lives. Amen. 

First Reading 

Ezekiel 37:12-14 
Therefore, prophesy and say to them: Thus says the 12 

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,13 

when I open your graves and have you rise from them,
O my people!   I will put my spirit in you that you may14

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.  

Ezekiel is one of the three major Old Testament
prophets, along with Isaiah and Jeremiah.  He is of a
priestly family and was among the captives who were
carried off to Babylon in 597 B.C. He is called “The
Prophet of Divine Fidelity” because he emphasizes the
fact that God is faithful in His threats as well as in His
promises.  He kept up the courage of his fellow captives
by foretelling the doom of Babylon, the end of the cap-
tivity, and the redemption of mankind by the Messiah.
He is said to have died a martyr.

Ezekiel wrote in the sixth century B.C. at a critical
juncture in biblical history. The major power in the
Fertile Crescent was King Nebuchadnezzar II of Baby-
lon. He conquered Judah, destroyed the Jewish Temple,
and forcibly exiled the royal family and his court, as
well as tradesmen and military men (2 Kings 24-25).
The Babylonian exile would last about 50 years, until
King Cyrus I of Persia allowed the Jews to return to
their land and to rebuild the Temple. 

According to the prophet Jeremiah (52:28-30)
almost 5,000 people were deported to Babylon in the
final years of the kingdom. It is very likely that at least
that many died of famine or were executed in that time.
So the reference to “graves” in this reading is certainly
appropriate.

This reading is preceded by one of the most
dramatic scenes in the Book. Ezekiel is commanded to
preach the word of God over a field of dry bones
which, of course, represents the people of Israel after so
many years of separation from God. But as the prophet
proclaims the word, those bones are transformed by the
life-giving spirit of God into “a vast army” ready to
stand up against any foe. 

This reading develops a related image as Ezekiel
declares that God will raise the people from their
graves and lead them back to the promised land. This
language of death and resurrection neatly summarizes
the message of this book. Through years of idolatry the
people became spiritually dead, but now they come to
life again as they listen to the words of their prophet.

At that time, Ezekiel was not referring to the
resurrection as such; rather, he meant that the nation
would be restored. This did happen around 539 B.C.
Later, in light of Easter, it was natural for the first
Christians to read Ezekiel’s vision as an image of the
resurrection.

It is interesting to note how the text shifts from the
dry bones to graves: “I will open your grave and have
you rise from them.” This shift suggests that already by
Ezekiel’s time (see Isaiah 26:19) the expectation of a
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general resurrection at the last day was beginning to
emerge.

The link between this reading and the Gospel is
clearly life, or more precisely, restoration to life (Israel
in Ezekiel; Lazarus in John).

1. Which of these promises is most meaningful to you?
Why?

2. The prophet Ezekiel offered consolation and hope to
his fellow believers in exile. How can we lift up and
encourage people in our age?

3. Can we apply this “vision” to any other nation in the
modern world? To the Church?

Second Reading  

Romans 8:8-11 
  and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.8

 But you are not in the flesh; on the contrary, you are in9

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 the10

body is dead because of sin, the spirit is alive because of
righteousness.  If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus11 

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 that dwells in you.  

 All three readings today seem to be in harmony. They
all have to do with life. The reading from Ezekiel has to
do with God’s promise of restoration in the homeland
for His people and comes at the end of the account of
the prophet’s vision of dry bones coming back to life.
The gospel is about Jesus bringing His friend Lazarus
back from the dead. The reading from Romans deals
with our life in Christ and its implication, both for now
and for the future.

Chapter eight, from which our reading is taken, is a
climactic chapter in Romans. Paul brings to a conclusion
his long treatment about our need for salvation and the
nature of salvation with an extended discourse about two
ways of life: the way of the flesh and the way of the
spirit.

They cannot please God, Paul says, who are "in the
flesh," that is, who are self-centered, striving for pers-
onal self-sufficiency. (Note that "flesh" for Paul does not
necessarily mean our physical body, but a fundamental
orientation of our will in which we deny our dependance
on God.) Paul’s varied uses of the term flesh may
occasionally confuse his readers. For example, Paul used
flesh in the ordinary sense of  bodily flesh or mortal
body (as in Romans 2:28, Galatians 2:20). He also used

flesh in the sense of natural human descent or relation-
ship, as when he wrote of Christ as David’s descendant
or a member of the people of Israel (as in Romans 1:3,
4:1, 9:5,8; Galatians 3:7, 4:23). In a third sense, Paul
used flesh to describe mankind (as in Galatians 2:16;
Romans 3:20).

But, Paul uses flesh most distinctively in the sense
of moral weakness and susceptibility to sin. Given all
these uses of the term flesh, Paul could say that Christ
became flesh, i.e. incarnate (John 1:14), but not sinful
flesh, i.e. degenerate, sinful and morally weak (Romans
8:3).

Believers, however, are not "in the flesh" but "in the
spirit," i.e., in a particular relationship with God, seeing
that the Spirit of God dwells in them. Having the Spirit
in us is essential if we are to belong to Christ.

Thus far in his letter to the Romans, Paul has de-
scribed three separate ages in history. We might call
them, “The Age of Sin,” “The Age of the Law” and
“The Age of Christ.” Our reading describes the final
era, but in the light of the first two periods.

The Age of Sin: This first period of history began
with the first person created by God. Through this “one
person,” Paul tells us, “sin entered the world, and
through sin, death” came as well (Romans 5:12). That
entrance was significant for a long time, for Paul can
say that “death reigned from Adam to Moses” (Romans
5:14).

The Age of the Law: With Moses, the second
period of history began. As Moses stood before God on
Sinai, “the law entered in” (Romans 5:20). Now, sinful
humans can know what God expects of them. By fol-
lowing “The righteous decrees of the law” (Romans
8:4), Adam’s heirs could end their estrangement from
God.

In this passage, one’s “inner self,” what one truly
wants to do, is referred as being “in the spirit”; it is
the mind’s tendency to strive to please God by a life of
obedience.

One’s human nature, visible in the”members” of the
body, is referred to as being “in the flesh”; it is the
body’s tendency to please itself.

The Age of Christ: Just as “sin” and “the law” had
“entered’ the world, so did the Son of God enter human
history “in the likeness of sinful flesh” (Romans 8:3).

Sharing our human nature, Jesus appeared with
“flesh”like ours, but He was not “in the flesh,” as Paul
puts it.  He was not ruled by the tendencies of the
“flesh.” In His “inner self” Jesus delighted in obeying
God, to be sure; and in His “flesh,” He obeyed God
completely.

He was able to overcome sinful human nature<s
“hostility toward God” (Romans 8:7)  He proved that
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someone “in the flesh” was able “to please God” (verse
8).  He was “in the spirit,” for He obeyed the tendencies
of His “inner self” toward pleasing God.
 Since by baptism, Christians are “in Christ,” they are
”in the spirit” as well. If we allow God’s Spirit to truly
dwell in us, then we are no longer captives to sin (and
death).  Our flesh is heir to Adam<s sinfulness; our spirit
is heir to doing the good which the law enjoined.

1. What did Paul mean by the terms “flesh” and
“spirit”? By the terms “spirit” and “Spirit”?

2. What is the “age of sin”? What is the “age of
Moses”? How did both prepare for our “age of
Christ”?

Gospel 
John 11:1-45

 Now a man was ill, Lazarus from Bethany, the1 

village of Mary and her sister Martha.   Mary was the2

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,3

"Master, the one you love is ill."   When Jesus heard4

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.5 

 So when he heard that he was ill, he remained for two6

days in the place where he was.   Then after this he said7

to his disciples, "Let us go back to Judea."  The8

disciples said to him, "Rabbi, the Jews were just trying
to stone you, and you want to go back there?"   Jesus9

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,  10

he stumbles, because the light is not in him."  He said11 

this, and then told them, "Our friend Lazarus is asleep,
but I am going to awaken him."   So the disciples said12

to him, "Master, if he is asleep, he will be saved."   But13

Jesus was talking about his death, while they thought
that he meant ordinary sleep.  So then Jesus said to  14

them clearly, "Lazarus has died.   And I am glad for15

you that I was not there, that you may believe. Let us go
to him."   So Thomas, called Didymus, said to his16

fellow disciples, "Let us also go to die with him."
When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already17

been in the tomb for four days.   Now Bethany was18

near Jerusalem, only about two miles away.   And19

many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to
comfort them about their brother.  

When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she20 

went to meet him; but Mary sat at home.   Martha said21

to Jesus, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would
not have died.   (But) even now I know that whatever22

you ask of God, God will give you."  Jesus said to  23

her, "Your brother will rise."   Martha said to him, "I24

know he will rise, in the resurrection on the last day."
Jesus told her, "I am the resurrection and the life;25 

whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live,  26

and everyone who lives and believes in me will never
die. Do you believe this?"  She said to him, "Yes,  27

Lord. I have come to believe that you are the Messiah,
the Son of God, the one who is coming into the world."

When she had said this, she went and called her28 

sister Mary secretly, saying, "The teacher is here and is
asking for you."   As soon as she heard this, she rose29

quickly and went to him.  For Jesus had not yet come30 

into the village, but was still where Martha had met
him.   So when the Jews who were with her in the31

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 where32

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 the33

Jews who had come with her weeping, he became
perturbed  and deeply troubled,   and said, "Where34

have you laid him?" They said to him, "Sir, come and
see."   And Jesus wept.   So the Jews said, "See how35 36

he loved him."   But some of them said, "Could not37

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. It38

was a cave, and a stone lay across it.   Jesus said,39

"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, "Did40

I not tell you that if you believe you will see the glory
of God?"  So they took away the stone. And Jesus41 

raised his eyes and said, "Father, I thank you for
hearing me.   I know that you always hear me; but42

because of the crowd here I have said this, that they
may believe that you sent me."   And when he had43

said this, he cried out in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come
out!"   The dead man came out, tied hand and foot44

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 and45

seen what he had done began to believe in him.      

During Jesus’ day, Bethany was a village on the
lower eastern slope of the Mount of Olives about
fifteen stadia (ca. two miles) east of Jerusalem. Today
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the town is called El-Azarieh, the Arabic form of the
name Lazarus. When he was in Jerusalem or the nearby
vicinity, Jesus stayed in Bethany at the home of Mary,
Martha and Lazarus. From there he began the triumphal
procession to Jerusalem which ended on the cross and it
was there that he manifested the sign which provoked
the plot against his life.

The seventh and greatest sign of the fourth gospel,
the raising of Lazarus was the climactic culmination of
Jesus’ public ministry. Like the other six signs, the
Lazarus event was intended to challenge and encourage
the faith of those who witnessed it and those who
continue to hear it proclaimed even today.

The raising of Lazarus is the longest continuous
narrative in John’s Gospel outside of the passion
account. There are several separate scenes in it.

Prologue (11:1-4): Here are listed the people in the
Gospel, Lazarus, Mary, Martha, and Jesus, and the
purpose of Lazarus’ illness - “the glory of God, that the
Son of God may be glorified through it (verse 4).” These
are not anonymous figures but flesh and blood friends of
Jesus whom He knew and valued. The account begins
with Martha and Mary sending word to Jesus that “the
one You love” is sick. John uses this expression to
indicate that Lazarus is intended to represent all
Christian believers, all those loved by Jesus and called
to life. This account, found only in John, also portrays
Jesus as human, as One Who loves His friends, grieves
over the pain of death, and is deeply moved by its
reality.

Jesus (verses 5-19): We learn of Jesus’ love for the
other three in the story, his disciples, and those who
would refuse His love, those who “were just trying to
stone” Him (verse 8).

Martha (verses 20-27): Martha believes in the
power that is evident in Jesus. His mere presence there
could have prevented the death of Lazarus (verse 21).
Told that her brother will “rise,” she agrees, but only in
terms of “the last day” (verse 24). What she will learn,
as events unfold, is the truth about God’s power in
Christ. She accepts the truth that Jesus is “the Son of
God” (verse 27), and will come to accept that truth in all
its fullness.

By saying that He is Life, Jesus is referring not only
to that life which begins beyond the grave, but also to
the supernatural life which grace brings to the soul of
man when he is still on this earth.

Mary (verses 28-37): Mary also believes that Jesus
could have prevented the death of Lazarus. When he saw
her weeping He became perturbed and deeply troubled,
“And Jesus wept.” (This is the shortest verse in the
Bible.)

Lazarus (verses 38-45):  To provide an example of
prayer for us, Jesus gives thanks to God for answering
His prayer (verses 41-42). Lazarus is still dead in the
tomb, but Jesus knows that the raising of Lazarus will
be done. This prayer of confidence is the very essence
of the prayer of faith, to give thanks for those things we
ask for in faith.

In the time of Jesus, the rabbis taught that a remnant
of life-force or spirit might yet remain near the body of
a deceased person for three days. Lazarus’ body laid in
the tomb for four days and thus was understood to be
truly dead. In other  raisings that Jesus performed the
deceased had only recently died. In this Gospel
narrative John carefully points out (both by Jesus’
delayed response in going to Bethany and later when
Martha points out that it has been four days since the
burial) that the Lazarus called forth from the tomb by
Jesus is truly dead. Thus what is revealed is unmis-
takenably a miracle.

This is the third time Jesus raised someone from the
dead, demonstrating each time that he holds the keys to
life. By raising Lazarus our Lord shows His divine
power over death and thereby gives proof of His divin-
ity, in order to confirm His disciples’ faith and reveal
Himself as the Resurrection and the Life. Most Jews,
but not the Sadducees, believed in the resurrection of
the body. Martha believed in it (verse 24). For the
believer, death is not the end; it is simply the step to
eternal life, a change of dwelling place. 

Jesus’ resurrection is different from that of Lazarus,
for “Christ being raised from the dead will never die
again” (Romans 6:9), whereas Lazarus returned to
earthly life, later to die again.

1. With which of the people in this incident do you
most identify?

2. How would you feel if there were no life after
death? 

3. Why do you think Jesus raised Lazarus from the
dead before He rose from the dead Himself? 

 

Closing Prayer  

Father,
You have called us by name,

and made us Your 
daughters and sons in Christ. 

Grant us an unfailing love for Your name,
and keep us always in Your love,
who prepare for the Easter renewal of that love,
and the remembrance of our baptism, 
whereby we came to belong to You. Amen



5Fifth Sunday of Lent, Cycle A


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5

