Readings for March 22, 2026 – Fifth Sunday of Lent
The Transforming Power of Jesus

The voice of Jesus calls Lazarus, and all of us, back to life no matter what we've done, no matter how (spiritually) dead we are. What he offered to Lazarus, renewal and life, he also offers to each of us. Today, let’s remember his words, “untie him and let him go.”
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
Opening Prayer: Lord, you call us to new life every single day. Help us to hear your call, help us to know that you want to bring us out of our tombs. We know we can rise – with you by our side, guiding us to freedom, and to wholeness. Amen.

[bookmark: bookmark=id.30j0zll][bookmark: bookmark=id.gjdgxs]Reading 1   EZ 37:12-14
Thus says the Lord GOD: O my people, I will open your graves and have you rise from them, 
and bring you back to the land of Israel. Then you shall know that I am the LORD, 
when I open your graves and have you rise from them, O my people!
I will put my spirit in you that you may live, and I will settle you upon your land; 
thus you shall know that I am the LORD. I have promised, and I will do it, says the LORD.



Responsorial Psalm    PS 130:1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8.
R. (7) With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption.
Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD; LORD, hear my voice!
Let your ears be attentive to my voice in supplication. 
R. With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption.
If you, O LORD, mark iniquities, LORD, who can stand? But with you is forgiveness, that you may be revered. 
R. With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption.
I trust in the LORD; my soul trusts in his word. More than sentinels wait for the dawn, let Israel wait for the LORD.
R. With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption.
For with the LORD is kindness and with him is plenteous redemption;
And he will redeem Israel from all their iniquities.
R. With the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption.

 
Reading II    ROM 8:8-11
Brothers and sisters: Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.
But you are not in the flesh; on the contrary, you are in the spirit, if only the Spirit of God dwells in you.
Whoever does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.
But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the spirit is alive because of righteousness.
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.


Gospel     JN 11:1-45 
Now a man was ill, Lazarus from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.
Mary was the one who had anointed the Lord with perfumed oil and dried his feet with her hair; 
it was her brother Lazarus who was ill.
So the sisters sent word to him saying, “Master, the one you love is ill.”
When Jesus heard this he said, “This illness is not to end in death, but is for the glory of God, 
that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”
Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. So when he heard that he was ill, 
he remained for two days in the place where he was. Then after this he said to his disciples, 
“Let us go back to Judea.” The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just trying to stone you, 
and you want to go back there?” Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours in a day?
If one walks during the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the light of this world.
But if one walks at night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him.” 
He said this, and then told them, “Our friend Lazarus is asleep, but I am going to awaken him.”
So the disciples said to him, “Master, if he is asleep, he will be saved.”
But Jesus was talking about his death, while they thought that he meant ordinary sleep. 
So then Jesus said to them clearly, “Lazarus has died. And I am glad for you that I was not there,
that you may believe. Let us go to him.”
So Thomas, called Didymus, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us also go to die with him.”
When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days.
Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, only about two miles away.                                                                                                   And many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them about their brother.                                            When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went to meet him;
but Mary sat at home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.
But even now I know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.”                                                                           Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise.”
Martha said to him, “I know he will rise, in the resurrection on the last day.”
Jesus told her, “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?”
She said to him, “Yes, Lord. I have come to believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God,
the one who is coming into the world.” When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary secretly, saying, “The teacher is here and is asking for you.” As soon as she heard this, she rose quickly and went to him.
For Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still where Martha had met him.
So when the Jews who were with her in the house comforting her saw Mary get up quickly and go out,
they followed her, presuming that she was going to the tomb to weep there.
When Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said to him, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
When Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who had come with her weeping, 
he became perturbed and deeply troubled, and said, “Where have you laid him?”
They said to him, “Sir, come and see.” And Jesus wept.
So the Jews said, “See how he loved him.” But some of them said, “Could not the one who opened the eyes of the blind man have done something so that this man would not have died?”
So Jesus, perturbed again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay across it.
Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the dead man’s sister, said to him, 
“Lord, by now there will be a stench; he has been dead for four days.”
Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believe you will see the glory of God?”
So they took away the stone. And Jesus raised his eyes and said,
“Father, I thank you for hearing me. I know that you always hear me; 
but because of the crowd here I have said this, that they may believe that you sent me.”
And when he had said this, He cried out in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”
The dead man came out, tied hand and foot with burial bands, and his face was wrapped in a cloth.
So Jesus said to them, “Untie him and let him go.”
Now many of the Jews who had come to Mary and seen what he had done began to believe in him.

Related Reflections
This Gospel reading is about the resurrection of Lazarus, the Resurrection of Jesus, and our own resurrection. The scripture scholar Carroll Stuhlmueller, reminds us that the resurrection is a religious experience, not a theological problem to be solved. It is not a miracle happening outside of us, but is the transforming power of Jesus within us. It is complete only when we invite and accept the Spirit of Jesus to dwell within us individually, and within all of us as the same family of God. When this happens, we live life in a new way. It is as if we put on new glasses to see the world around us through his eyes, not ours. It changes the way we view people, events, and the things that happen in our own lives. It causes us to act differently and even do things we never thought we had the courage to do.
The disciples, as well as the family and friends of Lazarus felt hopeless when Jesus didn’t arrive in time. Hopelessness is not a word that has meaning for those of us who believe in the resurrection that Jesus proclaimed here. Jesus embraced hopelessness and became hope for the world… Just as Jesus took away the stone from the tomb of Lazarus, he takes away the stone of despair in our lives.                                                – Prayer Time, Cycle A, Renew International
___________________________________________________________________________________

Untie Him and Let Him Go:
This Gospel narrative, often called “Jesus’ greatest miracle,” is well known by Catholics and Christians, not only for Jesus’ dramatic raising of a man who has been dead for four days, but also for the marvelous storytelling in John’s Gospel. The New Testament scholar John Meier has called John’s unusually lengthy narrative a “great theological masterpiece.”

But two parts of the story have become more meaningful to me over the past few years. And these are two of Jesus’s utterances to the crowd in Bethany: First, as the crowd (including Lazarus’s sisters Martha and Mary) gathers expectantly before the closed tomb, Jesus says, “Take away the stone.” Second, after Lazarus has emerged from the tomb, still bound in his grave clothes and a head covering, Jesus tells the same group of people, “Untie him and let him go.”

Why would Jesus need to say those two things? Certainly, Jesus had the power to remove the stone (it probably would be considered another “nature miracle,” like stilling a storm on the Sea of Galilee). He could also have had Lazarus simply appear (as the Risen Christ appears to the disciples who are locked behind closed doors). And, just as certainly, Lazarus could have appeared fully clothed (as the Risen Christ is somehow clothed like a gardener on Easter Sunday) or even naked. So why does Jesus say these things? My sense is that he is asking the crowd to participate in this great miracle of life. And this part of the Gospel narrative has profound implications for all of us.

When we think of the Raising of Lazarus, we might think of the fundamental message that Jesus is able to give life—just as the Father gives life to all things in the creation narratives, as recorded in the Book of Genesis. Or we might think of the deeper messages: that life is stronger than death, that love is stronger than hate, that hope is stronger than despair and that nothing is impossible with God—which are also the messages of Easter. Or we might think about what the story means for our own lives—asking us where we can leave behind “in the tomb” anything keeping us from hearing God’s voice. 



The chapter from which our First Reading is taken begins with the prophet Ezekiel being dropped down into a valley of dried bones. He breathes, or pronounces, over them and they rejoin into whole bodies. These bones are the whole house of Israel exiled from their homeland in Babylon.

What we hear in our reading is a follow-up prophesy. God will be opening the graves and will call out those who have died. Again, this is directed toward the whole people in exile. God announces that God will do it all, bring them out and send them back to their homeland. The land is a sacred presence and it is the second time God is bringing Israel out of exile or bondage. We are invited more than twice to return to the sacred presence of the very ground of our being. Abandonment is not God’s way, but constantly inviting us out into life is God’s relational pattern.

But Jesus’ two commands to the crowd, “take away the stone,” and “untie him and let him go,” remind us that the story is not just about the Father, or Jesus, or us. It’s also about others in our lives. God invites us to participate in the freeing of other people.

Of course, the grace to be free, to enter into a “metanoia,” (change of mind and heart), to let go of an unhealthy pattern of behavior, to decide to be more loving … begins with God’s grace. But we can participate in these freeings by taking away any “stones” that keep our friends and family from moving ahead, and “untying” them from anything that they need to shed. Jesus asks the crowd to participate in the freeing of Lazarus and he asks us to participate in the freeing of our friends, so that they too, can have new life.
So this week we might consider two questions: What “stones” can I help remove from my friends’ lives? How can I “untie” a family member who may feel unfree? As in the story of Lazarus, God does the hard work. At the same time, we are called not simply to be bystanders, but participants in God’s great work of freeing and freedom.
Fr. James Martin, SJ, published on Outreach, part of America Media (April 2025)
 

And Jesus Wept
It is in sorrow and grief:
That Jesus’ friends, Martha and Mary, seek him out because of their brother Lazarus’ illness and death. Both saying to him “If you had only been here, he’d be alive.”  Then they both have different reactions.
Martha professes her faith in Jesus amidst her grief, "I have come to believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, the one who is coming into the world.”

When Mary comes to Jesus, she falls at his feet and weeps.  And Jesus wept.  These three simple words always give me comfort because it shows Jesus' compassion and empathy for Mary and Martha. Jesus' humanity shines through his tears.  If Jesus can be with them in their sorrow and grief, then he will be there for all of us in our difficult times and emotions.

And in the midst of Martha, Mary and our difficulties, Jesus said and still says, “I am the resurrection and the life.” Out of the darkness of death comes Lazarus emerging from the tomb, foreshadowing Jesus’ own Easter Resurrection. If we allow Jesus to sit with us in our vulnerable inner spaces, he gently transforms our pain and suffering to new life and opportunity. When has Jesus been there for you in a difficult situation and difficult emotions?  - (Sister Rejane Cytacki, SCL – Praying With the Sisters)


Death is not the final word: In a brilliant finale, Jesus invites the onlookers to join him in making resurrection happen: “Move the stone away! Unbind him, and let him go free!” It seems that we have a part to play in creating a culture of life and resurrection. We must unbind one another from our fears and doubts about the last enemy, death. We must now “see that the world is bathed in light” and allow others to enjoy the same seeing—through our lived life. The stone to be moved is always our fear of death, the finality of death, any blindness that keeps us from seeing that death is merely a part of the Larger Mystery called Life. It does not have the final word.       
                          Fr. Richard Rohr  - blog.franciscanmedia.org

From Marquette Univ. - Bernardo Avila-Borunda, asst. director of Campus and Multicultural Ministry
This week’s Gospel reading invites us to reflect on the particularly profound and shortest verse of the Bible, “Jesus wept.” Very likely, we have asked ourselves in the past, “Why did Jesus decide to go on with his original journey even though he had been notified about the illness of Lazarus, ‘the one he loved’?” If Jesus knew he was going to raise Lazarus from the dead when he reached the house of his grieving friends, Mary and Martha, why did he weep when he arrived?
Perhaps we should consider that Jesus wept for something greater than the event at hand. We can consider what the sepulcher, or tomb, represented— the entombment of “the one he loved,” namely, the sick, the hungry, the foreigner, the widow, the orphan, the homeless and the outcast. Jesus wept.
This Sunday, as we walk with Jesus to Lazarus’ tomb, let us ask ourselves, “Who is in that sepulcher?” “Who are the people we don’t see because they are wrapped in linens with ‘a stone lying across’?” “Who are those we cannot see because a stone of bias, a stone of prejudice or a stone of discrimination has been laid across the cave where society has placed them?”
What are the unfair norms, procedures and lack of representation that act as a wrap, obstructing the movement of those Jesus loves? Who are the people to whom we might be denying life, and placing in a symbolic sepulcher? Likewise, let us ask ourselves, “What are the wrappings and stones that hinder us from moving to build the reign of God here and now?”
As we continue our Lenten journey reflecting on this Gospel, let us pray that Christ may come to our hearts and our communities crying out in a loud voice, “Come out!” as he did to Lazarus. May Christ “Untie them, that they may go build the reign of God.” May we worthily approach the joy of Easter with renewed hearts. May we praise God for the glory of the reign that is already manifesting.
__________________________________________________________________________________
… The Lord is always ready to roll away the tombstone of our sins, which separate us from him, the light of the living.
Pope Francis, There is No Limit to the Divine Mercy, June 4, 2014 




Related Scripture: But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive, together with Christ.  – Ephesians 2: 4-5


But your dead will live; their bodies will rise. You who dwell in the dust, wake up and shout for joy. Your dew is like the dew of the morning; the earth will give birth to her dead.  – Isaiah 26: 19


Discussion Questions
How does having hope affect the way our life is lived? What can we do, individually or as a group, to help uplift and instill hope in someone who is hopeless?

Talk about the idea of Jesus weeping. What do you think his weeping says to us? What do you think Jesus was thinking or feeling? 


When has a difficult situation in your life been transformed into an opportunity or a way forward?


What can I do to have greater belief that whatever seems dead in me – my faith, my perspective, my sense of hope, my ability to love – can be brought back to life and transformed by the power of Jesus Christ at work in me?

Closing prayer:
Good and gracious Father, when your son Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, he showed that we will be given new life. Let us walk every day in the light and hope of resurrection. Help us to live each day in gratitude for the gift of our very being. Help us to seek freedom from all the bonds that still hold us. Amen.

And: 
Loving God,
your Son showed us
what friendship looks like
through his bond with Lazarus, Mary and Martha.
Thank you for steadfast friends in my life,
who know when to invite me for a drink,
take a walk,
or chat for an hour on the phone
about books, movies or personal crises.
Help me to be a worthy friend in return. Amen.
 
Thoughts for the Coming Week: 
Consider again our overall theme, “Jesus promises us light and freedom”: You may want to ponder the freedom and fullness of life that Jesus wants for us when he says, “untie him and let him go.”
What are some of my fears, addictions, attitudes (like the funeral wrappings of Lazarus) that I can untie and let Jesus transform in me, in order to gain spiritual freedom?

Also note: This week offers us an important feast day to celebrate Mary, Our Mother. March 25 is the Feast of the Annunciation. Ponder the words of the angel, as he announces the astonishing news to Mary.
Then pray with Mary’s response:
And behold, Elizabeth, your relative,
has also conceived a son in her old age,
and this is the sixth month for her who was called barren;
for nothing will be impossible for God.”
Mary said, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord.
May it be done to me according to your word.”
Then the angel departed from her.  (Luke 1: 36-38)

Related prayer:
Good and gracious God, creator of light and darkness, You who move the sun and the stars, move us into the place of light, a light so large it will absorb all the darkness. Help us to be awake and aware, so that we might experience true freedom, and life to the fullest, right here, in your Kingdom on earth. Untie the bonds that confine us, and call us always into the light. Amen. 

