
 
 

Fifth Sunday of Lent--"A" Cycle--2020—St. Leonard, online 
Ezekiel 37:12-14;  Psalm 130:1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8;  Romans 8:8-11;  John 11:1-45 

 
I.  Introduction 
    A.  We began Lent this year, as we always do, by receiving ashes on our foreheads. The traditional 

words spoken with that ritual gesture reminded us of our mortality: “Remember that you are dust 
and to dust you shall return.” However powerful that little ritual was, I suspect for most of us, the 
little virus called COVID-19 has even more powerfully reminded us of how tenuous is our control 
of our own lives and deaths. 

 
    B.  In my homily on Ash Wednesday, I suggested that we should also remember something else: that 

we are baptized. Lent is a season of baptismal preparation for those to be baptized at Easter 
and of baptismal renewal for those already baptized. I suggested that we use this holy season 
to deepen our commitment to living as baptized members of Christ’s body, bearing the mission 
of carrying on Christ’s work in the world. 

 
II.  To Whom We Belong 
    A.  Today I’d suggest that we reflect on another dimension of Baptism: that we have been claimed by 

Christ. The sign of the cross used on Ash Wednesday echoes the sign of the cross on our 
foreheads at baptism. Like cattle branded in the American West, we have been marked with the 
brand of Christ. We belong to him. Our lives are not our own. But that also means that Christ 
has chosen us and entered into covenant with us. And that covenant is a bond of love that 
nothing can destroy. We belong to Christ and Christ will always love us and be with us. 

 
    B.  The social distancing and isolation imposed on us by the current crisis can be debilitating, 

especially for those of us who live alone. But no matter how isolated we may be physically, we 
are never really alone. Christ is always with us, and we are always linked to all the other 
members of his Body. 

 
III.  Lessons from Lazarus 
    A.  Today’s readings focus our attention on both death and resurrection. Ezekiel reminds us of God’s 

promise to raise us from our graves, ending with those firm words, “I have promised and I will do 
it!” 

 
    B.  St. Paul also reminds us of that promise but in a way that links it to the gift of the Spirit we 

received in Baptism: “If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus 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 
dwelling in you.” 

 
    C.  But it is the gospel story of the death and raising of Lazarus that brings the issue to us most 

clearly. “I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live, and 
everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 

 
IV.  Do We Believe This? 
    A.  That question which Jesus posed to Martha challenges us all. Do we believe it? Do we trust the 

promises God has made to us? Do we believe in the resurrection—not only Christ’s but our 
own? 

 
    B.  The doubt that Martha was feeling is one we all feel at times, isn’t it? Whenever life brings us face 

to face with our own mortality, the question looms: “What then?” 
 
    C.  It strikes me that this question is linked to one we may also be asking during this crisis: “Where is 

God in the face of so much evil and suffering?” For many people, this question leads to atheism: 



God is not helping us, so God does not exist. It’s an understandable reaction, but it is too 
simplistic. It assumes a God who is just like us and therefore should respond just as we think we 
would if we were God. 

 
    D.  The problem of evil has confounded thinkers for centuries. We would do well to draw on those 

who have pondered more deeply perhaps than we have. Fr. Ron Rolheiser offers helpful 
guidance: “Peter Kreeft, CS Lewis, and Teilhard de Chardin, among others, have written 
insightful books on this question from inside Christian theology. Christians believe that what is 
ultimately at stake is human freedom and God’s respect for it. . . . 
“That leaves us in a lot of pain at times, but, as Jesus reveals, God is not so much a rescuing 
God as a redeeming one. God does not protect us from pain, but instead enters it and ultimately 
redeems it. That might sound simplistic in the face of real death and evil, but it is not. We see a 
powerful illustration of this in Jesus’ reaction to the death of Lazarus. . . . 
“Mary is asking the universal, timeless question about suffering and God’s seeming absence. 
Her query (‘Where were you when my brother died?’) asks that question for everyone: Where is 
God when innocent people suffer? Where was God during the holocaust? Where is God when 
anyone’s brother dies? 
“Curiously, Jesus does not engage the question, at least in theory; instead he becomes 
distressed and asks: ‘Where have you put him?’ And when they offer to show him, he begins to 
weep. His answer to suffering: he enters into peoples’ helplessness and pain. Afterwards, he 
raises Lazarus from the dead. 
“And what we see here will occur in the same way between Jesus and his Father. The Father 
does not save Jesus from death on the cross even when he is jeered and mocked there. 
Instead the Father allows him to die on the cross and then raises him up afterwards. 
“The lesson in these deaths and raisings might be put this way: the God we believe in doesn’t 
necessarily intervene and rescue us from suffering and death (although we are invited to pray 
for that). Instead he redeems our suffering afterwards.. . . .  
“ . . . sometimes the only answer to the question of suffering and evil is the one Jesus gave to 
Mary and Martha—shared helplessness, shared distress, and shared tears, with no attempt to 
try to explain God’s seeming absence, but rather a trusting that, because God is all-loving and 
all-powerful, in the end all shall be well and our pain will someday be redeemed in God’s 
embrace.” (liturgy.slu.edu, March 29, 2020) 

 
V.  Conclusion 
    A.  Sr. Carol Dempsey writes: “The reading from Ezekiel describes a promise that God makes to the 

exiled Judean community who have lost everything: their land, their temple, their holy city 
Jerusalem and their monarchal leadership. To a dispirited people exiled to Babylon and Egypt, 
to a people with little reason for hope, to a community scattered and dispersed, God promises 
renewal and new life through the divine spirit that will once again be breathed into a listless, 
seemingly dying people. For the Israelite people in biblical times, their physical revivification will 
be accompanied by a spiritual renewal. This spiritual renewal will bring into existence a restored 
people whose lives embody and attest to the energizing presence of the divine. Such is the 
promise of God made not only to an ancient people but also to all who desire to be refreshed, 
renewed and reinvigorated individually and communally.” (NCR online Sunday Resources, 
March 29, 2020) 

 
    B.  Let us pray, not only that we survive this crisis, but that God will use this time to renew us, both 

as individuals and as a people. Times of crisis tend to help us realize what is really important in 
life. They can help us reprioritize our use of our time, our money, and our whole selves in a way 
that leads to a more wholesome and God-filled life. May this be one of those times for us! 


