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Bethany today is called "el-Azariyeh," the name being an Arabic corruption of the name "Lazarus," which itself is a form of Eleazar - “God is my help.” The village lies 1¾ miles south-east of Jerusalem, behind the Mount of Olives. The house of Lazarus, Martha and Mary at Bethany provided a second home for Jesus. It was a safe night’s lodging, when by day He was facing violent controversy in the city streets and Temple courtyards. 

"Thou hadst for weary feet the gift of rest," the Lord might have said of his three friends and their gift of hospitality. As the proverb says: "Be not loath to entertain strangers for thereby some have entertained Christ unawares."

Therefore Jesus’ delay, when across the Jordan He heard of Lazarus’ grave illness, is at first puzzling. He delayed for two days, saying: “This illness is not unto death; it is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by means of it.” Jesus does not conform to human expectations: He marches to a heavenly metronome, to the voice of His eternal Father, unperceived by humans. Even his apostles are confused and bewildered.


Jesus’ eventual return to Bethany is a move also towards the designated site of His own rapidly approaching Passion and Death. Lazarus had been dead four days already when Jesus arrived. Contemporary Jewish belief was that the soul of the dead remained in or near the body for three days and then departed. 

Martha comes out to meet Him. They converse, and Jesus promises: "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live even if he has died. And everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die."


This reminds us that Jesus is not merely a prophet or a teacher or lawgiver. He is the Conqueror of Death, the Defeater of our last enemy in this world. Moses and Mohammed, Buddha and Marx, Confucius and the scientistic cloners of Blair’s Britain, are all powerless before Death, the last enemy. Above all else, Jesus is the God of life and not of death. He came to do battle with death and to vanquish it. 

Martha regales Jesus with lofty titles: the Messiah, the Son of God, who was to come into this world. However, her ideas are restricted by Jewish interpretations of these terms. She knows He is a miracle-worker. She does not grasp that He is Himself the Lord of life. Indeed she is soon horrified at the thought of opening the tomb four days after death: “Lord, he is stinking.”

When Mary comes to Jesus, accompanied by some Jewish mourners, she is weeping. Jesus is inwardly angered and deeply disturbed, an unusual reaction. The entire human plight of death and bereavement angers Jesus. Human mortality was never part of God’s original plan. It is the result of sin and Satan’s malice, the concomitant of a fallen world. In order to restore this wrecked creation He must shortly offer His life upon the Cross. 

“Jesus wept,” – the shortest verse in the Bible. It is a moot point whether He weeps over Lazarus’ death, or over the unbelief and inability of his friends and disciples to understand His divine mission.


The miracle itself is described briefly, with a minimum of detail. The tomb is a vertical shaft capped by a stone. Steep steps lead down to the burial chamber. Raising His eyes, Jesus prays to the Father and cries out in a loud voice: “Lazarus, come forth!”


To their horror, astonishment and delight, “the dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with bandages, his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them: “Unbind him, let him go free!”


The scene is reminiscent of the promise in Jn 5:25-29: “The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear it will live . . . all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come forth, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgement.”

The Eastern Churches celebrate Lazarus Saturday the day before Palm Sunday. Their Vespers and Matins include this prayer:
“As man, Thou hast shed tears for Lazarus; as God, Thou hast raised him up. Thou hast asked, O loving Lord, “Where is he buried?” thus confirming our faith in Thine Incarnation.

Wishing in Thy love to reveal the meaning of Thy Passion and Thy Cross, Thou hast broken open the belly of hell that can never be satisfied, and as God Thou hast raised up a man four days dead.

Who has ever known or heard of a man raised from the dead, when his corpse already stank? Elijah and Elisha raised the dead, yet not from the tomb or four days after death.

Lazarus must have loved retelling his story to visiting pilgrims. His resurrection was incontrovertible proof of Jesus the Messiah. “Amazed by this miracle, a multitude of Jews will come to meet Him with palms and branches; though their fathers look on Him with malicious envy, yet shall the children praise Him, saying, “Blessed is He that comes in the Name of the Lord, the King of Israel.”

The Sanhedrin gathered and decided that they must put a stop to Jesus’ activities, lest there be an uprising. Caiaphas the high priest declared prophetically, “It is expedient that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation should not perish,” (11:50) a neat example of Johannine irony and double meaning.

Indeed, why stop at one murder? Many Jews came to see Lazarus. “So the chief priests planned to put Lazarus also to death, because on account of him many Jews were going away and believing in Jesus.” (12:10)

 
Yet Lazarus himself was not the centre of the story. The point is that Jesus has dominion over life and death. "Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?" (1 Cor 15:55). Death does not control Jesus Christ, nor does it control those who are his. Our physical lives still come to an end, but life continues for those who live in Jesus Christ.

Lazarus did not rise from the tomb in the way that Jesus rose from the dead, as we celebrate at Easter in two weeks’ time. Someone else pushed back the stone for Lazarus. He still wore the grave cloths. He did not have a glorified body as the Lord would have. Nor was his leaving the tomb permanent. Lazarus would eventually die again: he is not around today, though in Bethany you can visit his tomb. The poor man had the anguish of dying twice, but it was no doubt easier the second time round.

The Eastern Liturgy includes a meditative dialogue between hell and Lazarus:

The gates were shaken and the bars were shattered, and the bonds which held the dead man were loosed. When Christ spoke in power, hell groaned bitterly and cried aloud, “Woe is me!” What and whence is this voice that brings the dead to life?”

 
“I implore thee, Lazarus,” said hell, rise up, depart quickly from my bonds and be gone. It is better for me to lament bitterly for the loss of one, rather than of all those whom I swallowed in my hunger.” . . . .  “Why dost thou delay, Lazarus?  Go, then, and I too shall find relief. For since I swallowed thee, all other food is loathsome to me. . . Why dost thou not run straightway from this place. Lest Christ take prisoner the others, after raising thee.”

Moreover, Lazarus is portrayed speaking to Jesus as he emerges from the tomb. Subsequent verses apply the resurrection to all the faithful.

“Thou hast called me from the lowest depths of hell, O Saviour,” cried Lazarus to Thee when Thou hast set him free from hell; “and Thou hast raised the dead by Thy command.”

Thou hast clothed me in a body of clay, O Saviour, and breathed life into me, and I beheld Thy light; and Thou hast raised me from the dead by Thy command.

Thou hast breathed life into my flesh, O Saviour, when there was no breath in it; Thou hast bound it fast with bones and sinews, and Thou hast raised me from the dead at Thy command.”

Jesus summons us out of the tomb of a dying world to join him in life. Our choices must be those that lead to and nurture life. The empty promises of materialism cannot satisfy our hearts. The short-lived pleasures of sin bring no lasting peace. There is opportunity for the grace of the Sacrament of Reconciliation before Easter. Like Lazarus, or even the Gerasene demoniac, we need to emerge from the tombs we have constructed for ourselves and come forth into the light and life of the Lord. 


I had intended to finish the talk with a tape of the hymn from Vespers, at the Lighting of Lamps: Phos hilarion in the Greek, or Svytlo tikhe in the Ukrainian.


O Joyful Light!  Light and Holy Glory of the Father immortal, the heavenly, holy, the Blessed One; O Jesus Christ. Now that we have reached the setting of the sun and see the evening light, we sing to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is fitting at all times to raise a song of praise in measured melody to You, O Son of God, the giver of life. Behold the universe sings your glory! 

