
5th Sunday of Lent: Cycle A 

The Raising of Lazarus 

Gospel of St. John 11: 1-45 

Lampedusa is an Italian island off the coast of Sicily. A population of 4500 lives on this island’s 
landmass of about 8 square miles. Over many centuries, there has been little substantial news to report from 
this island and was considered of little strategic importance.  

 
Over the past fifteen years, this small island has increasingly made headlines in Europe.  

As the closest European land to North African cities, many refugees and asylees fleeing violence have tried to 
make their way to Europe by reaching Lampedusa. This has been increasingly true since the Arab Spring 
uprisings for freedom; and the tyrannical backlash of dictators and fanatical Islamic movements that followed.  

 
Often, smugglers charging huge sums of money provide “transportation” to Lampedusa. 

More often than not, this transportation comes in the form of old, decrepit boats too small for those crowded 
on board. Probably thousands of those attempting to escape their homeland have simply perished at sea. 
While exact numbers of those lost at sea will never be known, the beaches of Lampedusa are frequently 
littered with bodies and pieces of boats that broke apart in these voyages of desperation.  
 

Shortly after his election to the Chair of Peter, Pope Francis made Lampedusa the destination of his 
first official journey outside Rome. Pope Francis offered a Mass for all immigrants still on the island and for 
those lost at sea.  

 
The altar upon which he offered the Sacrifice of Holy Mass was made from wood of various boats 

washed up on the beach. The wood of boats carrying refugees to their deaths became the wood of the altar 
for Mass. Like the wood of the cross, the wood constructing Pope Francis’ altar was the wood of betrayal and 
the wood of the betrayed.  

 
In his homily in Lampedusa, Pope Francis said, “We are a society which has forgotten how to weep, 

how to experience compassion – ‘suffering with’ others: the globalization of indifference has taken from us 
the ability to weep! let us ask the Lord for the grace to weep over our indifference, to weep over the cruelty of 
our world, of our own hearts, and of all those who in anonymity make social and economic decisions which 
open the door to tragic situations like this. ‘Has any one wept?’ Today has anyone wept in our world?” 

 

“And Jesus wept.” In this simple sentence, St. John gives us The Lord’s reaction to Lazarus’ death, the 

death of his friend, the death of one he loved. But in a way, Jesus’ sorrow over Lazarus symbolizes his sorrow 

over all human suffering and pain; the grief of survivors, the pain of victims, the heart breaking anguish of 

parents watching their children suffer deprivation, the cruelty of war, the helplessness experienced from 

overwhelming numbers of those in need. And his tears are not the only response to death’s power before him.  

When Jesus stands at the threshold of Lazarus’ tomb, he stands before all the physical and spiritual 

deaths humanity can experience. When Jesus calls Lazarus by name, the power of his word breaks death’s 

grasp of Lazarus. After Lazarus comes from the tomb, Jesus then tells those weeping with him, “Untie him. Let 

him go.” Those with tears are now called to participate in the Lord’s saving work. The people grieving with 

Jesus now untie Lazarus and let him go.  

Christian faith is not a spectator sport. Rather, Christian life is a commitment to live with and for the 

Lord, walk with the Lord, die with the Lord, and work with the Lord to remove what burial cloths hold other 



people bound, and set them free.  Our baptism expressed in loving service, reveals the great power of the 

Risen Christ over all the spiritual deaths of our age. To weep is but the first step of response. Our tears and 

sorrow should then lead us into the world of those suffering and deprived to sit with them, be with them, and 

ultimately serve them.  

 The cries of those suffering are meant to draw us out from our own self-absorption or narrow 

categories of viewing life. God uses the cries of those suffering to draw us closer to them, to extend our hand 

of assistance, to raise our voice of advocacy and to share in solidarity their life, and the spaces and conditions 

of life they are forced to endure.  

Ultimately, this drawing us out of our own self-absorption and toward those suffering grievously 

becomes the foundation of new community. We gather with others likewise drawn around their wounds as 

though they are the wounds of Christ. Merciful works from compassion, the search for justice, and pillars of 

love are the foundation for this new community.  

Pope St. John Paul II taught the poor are more the “subject of salvation” rather than the “object of 

salvation”. All too often, we believe when we give to the poor, we are offering them the opportunity to 

experience the love God has for them. Therefore, our charity towards them makes them the “objects” or 

“recipients” of salvation. There is of course much truth in this. 

But Pope St. John Paul II taught that when we are drawn into the suffering people experience, and 

recognize structures of evil keeping them poor; our efforts and time serving the poor open us to possibilities 

of our own salvation. Therefore, the poor become the “subject of salvation”.  

That is, we the givers become more aware of the unjust systems leaving people in patterns of poverty 

they are not responsible for. Therefore, salvation becomes offered to us the givers by addressing these issues, 

advocating for change, and giving from our time and resources as well.  

 True spiritual life draws us out of our self-absorption and into the needs of the world around us. Jesus 

had the people remove Lazarus’ burial cloths. Jesus had them set Lazarus free. There are no spectators in the 

life of faith. True spiritual life joins Jesus at the sealed tombs of those held bound. True spiritual life witnesses 

the power of Jesus’ words calling those bound to come forward. True spiritual life participates in the Lord’s 

salvation by participation in the removal of their bonds. But it often begins simply by shedding tears. 

 


