
                  Fifth Sunday of Lent-Cycle A: The Third Scrutiny for RCIA 

                                           St. John’s Gospel 11: 1-45 

                                        “Resuscitate or Resurrect?” 

Early in my seminary training, I made the mistake of asking a faculty member a question 

while he was trying to read the morning newspaper with his first cup of coffee. This professor’s class 

on St. John’s Gospel had recently focused on the raising of Lazarus. I asked, “How can we say that 

Jesus is ‘the first born of the dead’ when Lazarus was resurrected prior to Jesus?” 

Putting down his newspaper and momentarily glaring at me over his half glasses, the good 

priest responded, “Lazarus was not resurrected. Lazarus was resuscitated. Lazarus came back to 

life from death exactly as he was before needing to experience death again. Jesus did not come back 

from death as he was before. Rather Jesus carried our humanity forward to glory, a place where 

humanity had never been before and would never have to experience death again. So resuscitation 

returns you to what you were before and Resurrection takes you to where you have never been.” 

He returned to reading his newspaper and drank some coffee, and as the gospel tells us, “No 

one dared to ask him any more questions.” 

Misunderstandings can affect what we believe. Misunderstandings can also affect the way we 

choose to live our lives. We are not destined to “come back from the dead”. Rather, God wants to 

take us to a place where death has no power to ever find us or disturb us again. What is true about 

our physical death is also true about our physical daily life. “Resuscitation” brings us back to where 

we were before. “Resurrection” takes us forward beyond what we can know and can even imagine. 

Too often our hearts yearn for “Resurrection”, and far too often we settle for “resuscitation”.  

In his Apostolic Letter (The Joy of the Gospel), Pope Francis wrote this, “Jesus can also break 

through the dull categories with which we would enclose him and he constantly amazes us by his 

divine creativity. Whenever we make the effort to return to the source and to recover the original 

freshness of the Gospel, new avenues arise, new paths of creativity open up, with different forms of 

expression, more eloquent signs and words with new meaning for today’s world. Every form of 

authentic evangelization is always ‘new’.” 

Marriages can constantly relive old wounds and past betrayals; repeating patterns of 

dysfunctional relating. Such “resuscitation” might stabilize the relationship, but with no growth and 

little joy. The chances are good the pattern will repeat itself again and again.  

Many married couples, however, discover and embrace the grace of “Resurrection” allowing 

them to move forward from mere resuscitation to higher levels of maturity and trust. “Resurrection” 

allows the couple to learn from the past without reliving it, and make of their relationship another 

“new creation” in Jesus’ mercy. The Risen Christ, alive and dwelling in every sacramental marriage 

welcomes the opportunities to breathe new life into marriages as he breathed the Holy Spirit upon 

the disciples on Easter.  

Priesthood and parish life choose “resuscitation” when nostalgia and resistance to healthy 

change rebuff opportunities for deeper discoveries of the Church’s mission. “Resurrection” moves 

parishes into new waters of creation, applying the works of mercy to meet the needs of people 

presently in their communities. Creative approaches to prayer, faith development, and the 

applications of Catholic social teachings can renew and revitalize parishes. Reaching out to other 

parishes and other Christian churches and congregations can inject new life and creativity to parish 

life and mission. This requires stripping off the burial cloths and replacing it with the garments of 

baptism.  

Our economy is still badly damaged from a financial meltdown now almost seven years old. 

Pay attention to claims that the economy needs to return to conditions prior to the financial 



collapse. Watch for efforts to scapegoat immigrants and refugees or tag labor unions as primary 

reasons for holding back the economic revival.  

If the American dream became a nightmare for so many, perhaps it is time to reconsider 

whether or not we return to the same dream. Is it time to let God’s dreams for us, our communities, 

our churches, our nation take flesh within us? Is it time to heed Dorothy Day’s advice to “build a 

new society from within the shell of the old one”? 

“Resuscitation” will only bring us back to where we were before the collapse. Pope Francis 

refers to that condition as “the globalization of indifference” and “the denial of the primacy of the 

human person…The worship of the ancient golden calf has returned in a new and ruthless disguise 

in the ideology of money and the dictatorship of an impersonal economy lacking a truly human 

purpose.” 

Jesus word breaks death’s grasp over Lazarus, but he has those standing around remove 

Lazarus’ burial cloths. Christian faith is not a spectator sport. Rather, Christian life is a 

commitment to 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. 

 


