
+ Tenby – Lent 5th A 

I find fascinating those stories of medical science in which someone has a transplant of some kind, and                  
comes out of it bearing some likeness to the donor whose organ they received. I read one story about a                    
man working as a doctor himself who contracted a serious disease and required a liver transplant.                
Following the transplant he discovered a new craving for avocados and barbecue-flavoured foods, and he               
reported becoming very emotional any time he’d watch a film, something unheard of for him before. And                 
weirdly, when he eventually met the family of the donor, he discovered that, as suspected, she had loved                  
avocados, barbecue foods, and for her every film was a tear-jerker! Many have explained this phenomenon                
away scientifically, suggesting perhaps that the patient had heard something in the operating room prior to                
the surgery, but the stories remain curious. 

There’s a recurring theme in the first and second reading today. In the first reading we hear the prophet                   
Ezekiel speaking the Lord’s promise: ‘I shall put my spirit in you, and you will live.’ St Paul echoes this in his                      
Letter to the Romans: ‘the Spirit of God has made his home in you… if Christ is in you then your spirit is life                        
itself.’ These are profound words. For God literally to breathe into us his own spirit, his own being, his own                    
identity – this is the promise professed by these words. Ancient words of Ezekiel, and much more recent                  
words of Paul, written after the resurrection of Jesus and after his own experience of being converted to the                   
Lord on the Road to Damascus. He knew the power of the words he wrote, that the Spirit of God had                     
literally made his home in Paul, dramatically altering the course of his life from one that sought the death of                    
all Christians to one that proclaimed Jesus like nobody else. 

This giving of God’s spirit is not the random sharing of personality traits that may or may not happen in                    
organ donation. Nor is it simply like that process when we begin to reflect the traits and behaviours of                   
someone we love – a friend, a family member, a spouse. It’s strange, for example, when we catch                  
ourselves doing something and think, ‘hey, that’s what my dad used to do! That’s what my mum would have                   
said!’ Those we love and learn from are some of the most powerful influences on our behaviour. But this is                    
of a different kind. This isn’t Jesus trying to teach us some life skills so that we become nicer people. This is                      
the power of the Holy Spirit bringing the life, death and resurrection of Jesus to life in you and me so truly                      
that we can say in some other words of St Paul, ‘it is no longer I who live, it is Christ who lives in me’. A                          
necessary question then is to ask how this will come about. By what process will the Holy Spirit bring Jesus                    
to life in me? 

The clue for us comes in that powerful Gospel of the raising of Lazarus from the dead – and it’s perhaps a                      
more painful clue than we expect. Jesus hears early on in that passage that Lazarus his friend is very ill.                    
But curiously he doesn’t go. We’ve heard him so many times in the Gospel respond immediately to people’s                  
illnesses, the evil that is attached to them, the sadness they bear. But here, with his own good friend                   
Lazarus, his response instead is to stay behind, saying ‘this sickness will end not in death but in God’s                   
glory.’ We know how this passage ends… with Lazarus’s death. So what could he have meant? He said it                   
wouldn’t end in death… and yet it has done. He said it would end in God’s glory… and yet to leave a friend                       
to die seems the worst possible decision. Perhaps we can let this passage read our lives and where we find                    
ourselves today. How could it be that God is willing to allow what’s going on in the world? How can he allow                      
the death of so many, the loss of livelihood of so many, for us the closure of churches and the stopping of                      
public worship and the sacraments? How can this be a good thing? we find ourselves asking. Martha                 
echoes our emotions in the Gospel passage. She almost berates Jesus, she challenges him from her heart                 
– ‘If you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ Not only does this express her deep sadness – it                      
expresses too her great faith, that she believed Jesus could have prevented this from happening. And                
perhaps that’s what we find so hard in these dark days. Our faith seems so strong in God’s strength, God’s                    
power, God’s love – and so why would he stand back from helping us right now? 

But I wonder whether sometimes our faith in God is based actually in our fears. We believe that God can do                     
anything that will make me continue to feel safe and secure. I believe God can keep every one of my loved                     
ones alive. I believe God can make the virus go away and reopen our churches and bring us all back to                     
Mass. What a beautiful world I create with my own paintbrush, as if to say I would be making better                    
decisions if I were God. What a lie this is! This is a faith based not on God, but on myself. It’s a faith that                         



says, ‘Lord, don’t breathe your spirit into me, because I couldn’t actually cope with that; leave me with my                   
own spirit, my own heart, because there I feel safe and I’m used to things.’ 

The terrifying thing about this Gospel is that the process by which the Holy Spirit will bring Jesus to life in                     
me… is to allow me to die first. I and all my securities must die before I can truly let Jesus come alive in me,                         
before the Spirit of God can truly live in me. I am Lazarus and must endure this sickness, this painful                    
process of dying to myself, in order to let God’s glory shine. 

Perhaps you saw on TV the wonderful Urbi et Orbi blessing that Pope Francis gave to the world on Friday                    
evening. If you haven’t had a chance to read his meditation in full, I encourage you to do so (it comes up on                       
Google if you just type ‘Pope Francis message on Friday’). There are a few words of his which are                   
significant for what we’re talking about here. He spoke about the passage in the Gospel in which Jesus is                   
asleep in the boat while his disciples are battling a fierce storm, likening the storm to the coronavirus. He                   
said, ‘The storm exposes our vulnerability and uncovers those false and superfluous certainties around              
which we have constructed our daily schedules, our projects, our habits and priorities’. Perhaps we’re               
experiencing that – things that we held so precious all of a sudden seem not that important. Dates in our                    
diary, plans for holidays, frantic work schedules. They’ve been replaced overnight by a realisation that the                
world hasn’t stopped turning even though my own plans have crumbled away. That can be so hard. It’s                  
often our experience at the loss of a loved one – that the world still carries on even though my loved one                      
has died. Don’t they know the pain I’m going through? But this time everyone is feeling this pain, just in                    
different ways. Everyone has stopped… and our eyes become opened to the pain that so many others are                  
going through right now. We find ourselves becoming more open to others, more empathetic of what they                 
are experiencing. This surely is the new life that God is bringing out of us? This is surely the death of me                      
and my important plans that needed to happen in order to bring true life? Pope Francis encourages us in                   
this moment, ‘Let us invite Jesus into the boats of our lives. Let us hand over our fears to him so that he                       
can conquer them. Like the disciples, we will experience that with him on board there will be no shipwreck.                   
Because this is God’s strength: turning to the good everything that happens to us, even the bad things. He                   
brings serenity into our storms, because with God life never dies.’ 

That’s the deepest truth to take away from today’s Gospel. Why does Jesus let Lazarus die? Why does he                   
let us die to those things we held so dear? He allows it so as to bring us to true life, to put his spirit within us                           
– since with God life never dies, it’s only the dead things that are left to die. May we take heart from this                       
powerful Gospel, acknowledging that to be followers of Jesus Christ, we take our cross and follow him, and                  
that this will necessarily lead to a place of pain and suffering – but only because true love is being brought                     
out of our hearts in the process. We walk nowhere where God has not himself walked first. 


