
Homily John 11:1-45 
  

Throughout the season of Lent, the readings have invited us to meditate on the mercy 

and compassion of God. Today is no different. The Church presents this Gospel to us 

towards the end of the Lenten liturgical season as a crescendo to what we have heard 

each week. Christ told the woman at the well that He was the Messiah; He cured the 

man born blind, something never done before; and now He tops everything by raising 

Lazarus from the dead. But this is not just a story of another one of Christ's miracles. 

This story leaves us in awe and invites us to question our faith. Lazarus of Bethany is 

initially identified as "a man who is ill." This means the story is not his alone but the 

story of all who become ill. The name Lazarus means "God helps," and Bethany 

means "the house of the afflicted." Ultimately this is a story of how God helps those 

in the house of the afflicted—not just Lazarus, but also his sisters Martha and Mary 

and, as it turns out, even some Jews from Jerusalem and looking into the future, He 

helps us. Jesus was a frequent visitor to Bethany, a town near Jerusalem, since 

Martha, Mary, and Lazarus were His close friends. 

 

We know this because the message that is sent to Jesus says, "the one you love is ill." 

To visualize this scene, we must understand what a Jewish house of mourning was 

like. Because of the climate in Palestine, burial took place as quickly as possible after 

death. Out of courtesy and respect, as many people as possible attended the funeral 

and joined the funeral procession. After returning from the tomb, a meal was served at 

the house, and deep mourning lasted for seven days. It was a sacred duty to come and 

express loving sympathy to the family and friends of the deceased. This was an 

essential part of the Jewish religion. But this would not be a gentle shedding of tears. 

This would be almost hysterical wailing and shrieking because the Jews of the time 

believed that the more unrestrained the weeping, the more honor it paid to the dead. 

This is the scene Jesus would have walked into that day.  

  

Both Martha and Mary were upset with Jesus. They both said, "Lord if you had been 

here, my brother would not have died." They asked the same question we ask when 

we suffer a loss, "God, how could you let this happen?" How does Jesus respond? He 

shares the hope of salvation with them. Jesus proclaims that He is both 

the Resurrection and the life. He promises future Resurrection and invites each and 

every one of us to enter into the fullness of His life in the present, right now, and that 

life will continue after death. In their anguish, Jesus gives Martha hope. Then He asks 



a powerful question, "Do you believe this?" Jesus asks the same question of us. Do we 

believe this? Do we believe that He is the Resurrection and the life? Do we believe He 

can mend all the brokenness and wounds of our lives? Do we believe that He offers us 

Resurrection in the future and the fullness of life now in the present? Do we believe 

this? 

  

The Gospel tells us, "When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who had come with 

her weeping, He became perturbed and distraught." He was moved to tears, "Jesus 

wept." Jesus cries twice in Scripture (that we know of). He cries once over Jerusalem 

and here at the death of Lazarus. He cries because He lost His friend. He cries because 

the family He loves is hurting…but perhaps there is another reason He cries. Maybe 

He is perturbed and moved to tears because He sees the power of death over the living 

and the pain and sorrow it brings. Perhaps He is perturbed and moved to tears at the 

failure of all those present to put their trust in Him. But here is one of the most 

precious messages in this Gospel. Jesus entered so deeply into the agony and pain of 

humanity that His heart was aching with sorrow and distress. Jesus showed us a God 

whose heart is aching with anguish for the pain of His people. The greatest thing Jesus 

did was to bring to us the news of a God who understands…a God who cares...a God 

who weeps when we weep.  

  

The scene moves to the tomb, and Jesus cries out in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come 

out!" And Lazarus comes out wrapped and tied in burial cloth. Then, Jesus calls to the 

mourners. They are also part of the story, and His words ring out to the stunned 

crowd, “Untie him and let him go.” And at that moment, the name Lazarus, “God 

helps,” has a new meaning. Yes, God helps, and we help too! Our efforts are part of 

God’s plan. They always are. History is filled with stories of those whose efforts have 

helped; Moses, Ezekiel, Jesus, Mary, Martha, and countless generations of the 

faithful, both men and women. And now, God wants our help. Just like He called 

Lazarus out of the tomb, Jesus calls us out of any tomb we may be in. Perhaps our 

prayer life is trapped in a tomb of dryness. Maybe our spiritual life is trapped in a 

tomb of doubt and uncertainty. Perhaps our relationships are trapped in a tomb of 

indifference and self-focus. Maybe our vocation, our direct call from God, is trapped 

in the tomb of fear and unknowing. Perhaps we are trapped by the material world, 

inhibiting our outreach to others. Jesus invites us to walk out of our tombs and allow 

ourselves to be unbound and free. So how do we achieve this freedom? How do we 

get out of our tombs? Remember that Martha and Mary sent a message to Jesus. We, 



too, have to send a message to Jesus, and we do this by spending time with Him in 

prayer and sharing our wounds, our hurts, and our anxieties with Him. We do this by 

not keeping secrets from Him, by laying bare our souls, and opening our hearts in the 

presence of His Divine Mercy. We ask Jesus to walk back in time with us to that first 

moment of wounding and to heal it. When we meet Jesus in prayer, He calls us out of 

the tomb to a new life. St Augustine sees in the raising of Lazarus a symbol of the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation: in the same way as Lazarus comes out of the tomb, 

"when we confess, we come forth. What does 'come forth' mean if not emerging from 

what is hidden to be made manifest? But for us to confess is God's doing; He calls us 

with an urgent voice, by an extraordinary grace. And just as Lazarus came out still 

bound, so we go to confession still guilty, still bound. In order that his sins be loosed, 

the Lord said this to the crowd: ‘Unbind him and let him go’. This is the same 

direction He gave to Peter and the Apostles when He said, “What you will loose on 

earth will also be loosed in heaven" 

  

As we gather at the Table of the Lord, let us form our prayer together. Lord, teach us 

to be as close to you as Martha and Mary. Teach us to speak to you right from our 

hearts and share our innermost thoughts with you. Teach us to be sincere and 

spontaneous yet full of reverence and respect. We believe in you. We know you are 

the Resurrection; you are the life. We know that you weep with us and feel the losses 

we feel, the struggles that weigh us down. We know you long for us to give you as 

much love and confidence as Martha and Mary. We know you long to enter our 

aching hearts to share our troubles and sorrows. Rescue us as you did with Martha and 

Mary. Increase our faith…increase our faith and teach us to trust in you and do your 

will. You wept with Martha and Mary, and you weep with us because you are the 

Christ…Emmanuel…God is with us. Let us clearly hear you call us to come out of 

whatever tomb we are trapped in and walk into the light of your compassionate love. 
 


