THEME 3:
“UNLESS THE GRAIN OF WHEAT DIES…” (Jn 12:24)

TEXT:
Jn 11 – 12

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. Transition in the Gospel of John

Chapters 11 and 12 of the Fourth Gospel form a kind of transition that concludes the public life of Jesus --the first part of the Gospel, called the “Book of Signs” (1:19 – 12:50), and introduces the culmination of Jesus’ ministry –the second part of the Gospel, called the “Book of Glory” (13:1 – 20:31). Hence, the text we are dealing with occupies the central part within the Fourth Gospel. We may say that it constitutes a kind of hinge between the first and second parts of the Gospel. The first part, the “Book of Signs”, describes the kerygmatic activity of Jesus, which John characterizes in relationship with miraculous works (“signs”), which are illumined by revelatory discourses (“dialogues”). The second part, the “Book of Glory” (13:1 – 20:31), describes the “hour” of Jesus and his being “lifted up,” both on the cross and in glory. Hence, the text we are dealing with here forms a transition between the public life of Jesus and the week that leads up to his passion.

The raising of Lazarus is the last of the seven “signs” in John. All of the accounts of the signs highlight this or that aspect of the salvation offered to believers. The account of Lazarus touches on the highpoint of faith: victory over death. This salvation is shown to the reader in Christ, who is “the resurrection and the life”(11:25) for all humankind. He came to free human beings from all that oppresses them. With this “sign” Jesus brings to its apex the theme of life, which began in the prologue (1:1-18), “In him [the Word] was life, and the life was the light of all people” (1:4). This theme has been evoked several times throughout the Fourth Gospel and comes to a head in Chapter 10.

1.2. Literary aspects

The narration of the resurrection of Lazarus clearly illustrates the paradox between life and death. Jesus seems to hope that his friend Lazarus is really dead (11:17, 39). He thus wishes to reveal his dominion over death in the moment when he goes to be near Lazarus. Another paradox lies in the fact that by restoring a dead man to life, Jesus accelerates the moment of his own death (11:47, 53).

1.2.1. The genre of “resurrection”

The term “resurrection,” as used for this sort of miracle, is improper. According to the data of Sacred Scripture, this term is reserved for the passage from a death that has already occurred to a life that never ends. It cannot designate a return to the life of this world. This restoration to earthly life would better be described as a “resuscitation” or, as we have chosen to call it, a “return to life.”

1.2.2. Judicial and double-meaning terms

Chapter 12 is marked by judicial themes, since the “sign” worked in it leads people to make an option. There is a judgement: “to judge” (12:47, 48), “judgement” (12:31), “to testify” (12:17), and “to confess” (12:42). We also find some double-meaning terms, such as “to fall asleep” (11:12), “to rise again” (11:23), and “to be lifted up” (12:32).

1.2.3. Chronological framework

The last Passover and the end of the public life of Jesus are approaching. Within this framework, the author uses certain chronological tags: “Six days before the Passover” (12:1), “the next day” (12:12), “before the festival of the Passover” (13:1).

1.2.4. Parallels between the death of Lazarus and the death of Jesus

The raising of Lazarus immediately anticipates the resurrection of Christ. There is a great concern to prefigure the paschal drama in the death of Jesus’ friend Lazarus: death confronts Jesus. The signs of Jesus’ resurrection are already present in the account of the raising of Lazarus: Mary’s tears at the tomb (11:33; cf. 20:11), the heavy stone closing the sepulcher (11:38-40; cf. Jn 20:1), the winding cloths (11:44; cf. Jn 20:5), and above all the “letting go” (11:44; cf. Jn 20).

1.2.5. Literary genres

Here we encounter diverse literary genres, of which we would like to highlight the two most important ones:

a) 
Dialogues. In the Fourth Gospel we find a series of dialogues: with Nicodemus (2:23-3:21), with the Samaritan Woman (4:7-42), with the people of Capernaum (6:24-59) and with the sisters of Lazarus (11:17-44). In these dialogues, both the participants and the themes are important. In the first place, we have Jesus’ dialogue with the participants –in this case, the sisters of Lazarus—which precedes their brother’s “return to life” (resurrection). In this dialogue, believers grow in an explicit grasp of their faith (11:27). In the second place, Jesus’ dialogue with the sisters of Lazarus will lead many Jews to believe in Jesus (11:45). Let us also recall that in 12:42 we are told that many, even of the authorities, came to believe in Jesus. Hence, the theme is leading others to faith. A great characteristic of the dialogues is their linkage with the signs. The theme of the dialogues is a deeper probing of what happens in the signs. It is crucial for us to underscore that these dialogues contain a work of instruction and catechesis. There is, for example, a pedagogy on belief in Jesus (4:7-42), or a pedagogy aimed at understanding the resurrection (11:17-44), or a deeper probing of the meaning of baptism (3:1-15).

b)
Signs. The Fourth Gospel never uses the term dynamis, which the Synoptics use to describe the powerful deeds of Jesus that accompany the inbreaking of the Kingdom in the midst of human beings. John does not speak of the Kingdom (except in 3:3, 5), nor does he describe the process of implanting the Kingdom among us through the expulsion of demons and the healing of the sick. John does not narrate a single exorcism performed by Jesus, but he does speak of the powerful deeds of Jesus as signs. In John, the accounts of the powerful deeds of Jesus are accompanied, before or after, by dialogues or discourses that show the meaning of the gestures of Jesus. The main objective of the signs is to give glory to God and to lead people to believe in Jesus, God’s Son, sent to carry out the Father’s work.

1.3. Synoptic Parallels

1.3.1. The theme of the “return to life”

As we read through Scripture we find six other “returns to life.” Elijah restores life to the son of the widow of Zarephath (1 Kgs 17:17-24); Elisha, to the son of the woman of Shunem (2 Kgs 4:18-37); Jesus, to the daughter of Jairus (Mk 5:22-43 and par.), and to the son of the widow of Naim (Lk 7:11-17); Peter, to Tabitha (Acts 9:36-42); Paul, to Eutychus (Acts 20:9-12).

In all of these accounts, the spiritual mission of the wonder-worker is perceived and acknowledged by the onlookers, and the event itself (“return to life”) leads people to praise God. In the present case, the return to life of a man dead and buried for four days is without parallel in biblical tradition, and must derive from the symbolic perspective of the account. This length of time was not chosen at random. It corresponds to the belief that after the fourth day the soul, which was still hovering about the cadaver, could no longer return to the body. Hence it was crucial that the body was really dead and that corruption had already set in, in order to manifest the great victory of Christ.

These “returns to life” not only show the power of Jesus over death, but also and above all foreshadow his own resurrection. Jesus acted in this way because he is “the resurrection and the life” (Jn 11:25). He came to bring Life, which is eternal, because it has its font and origin in the God of Life. Jesus has life in himself, just as his Father does: “For just as the Father has life in himself, so has he granted the Son also to have life in himself” (Jn 5:26). The Johannine intention is to show that at this present moment we have life in the Son. This life is not just a promise for the last day, but is a present gift.

1.3.2. Session of the Sanhedrin

Throughout the Gospel we often find two reactions to the signs performed by Jesus: many Jews embrace the faith, while others report what has happened to the Pharisees. Immediately after the sign of Lazarus, the Jewish authorities, who have long been convinced that Jesus deserves to die (5:18; 7:1, 19, 25; 8:37, 40), meet and decide to have him put to death.

John does not dwell at length on the meeting of the Sanhedrin, but rather harks back to the beginning of the Gospel, where we find some closely related scenes in which Jesus discusses his life and mission with the Jews. Here, however, the death of Jesus is presented as a consequence of the “return to life” of Lazarus.

1.3.3. Anointing at Bethany

This episode is so deeply rooted in gospel tradition that it undoubtedly responds to an historical remembrance. Mark, Matthew and John narrate the anointing at Bethany, and they set it in the framework of Jesus’ last week (Mk 14:3-9; Mt 26:6-13; Jn 12:1-11). In Mark and Matthew the scene unfolds in Bethany, on the occasion of a dinner given at a Pharisee’s house in honor of Jesus; in John, the hosts are Lazarus and his sisters. The account is structured around two opposing points: dinner and anointing, Jesus and Judas. Dinner and anointing are certainly linked to the fact that the anointing happened during the dinner, but the essential point is to be found elsewhere: the dinner signifies the joy of the resurrection, while Jesus relates the anointing to his burial. The reader would do well to read all three of these accounts.

1.3.4. Jesus solemnly enters Jerusalem

The account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem amidst the applause of the people is familiar to Christians thanks to the liturgy of Palm Sunday, when the Synoptic version is read. In it, Jesus himself prepared for the occasion, asking some disciples to fetch a donkey that they would find according to his indications. He enters, mounted on the donkey as the Messiah of peace, while the crowd spreads garments and palm branches in his path and acclaims him with words of the Hallel (a term used to designate Psalms 113-118).

The Synoptics agree on the way in which the event unfolds. John, in contrast, modified the essential characteristics of the account vis-à-vis the Synoptic tradition. The episode follows the anointing at Bethany, but the order of what follows is inverted. The crowd, having heard that Jesus is coming to Jerusalem, goes out to meet him with shouts of praise. At this moment Jesus mounts the donkey, which he has simply “found,” and he then acts out the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9. There is no ensuing description of a triumphal procession. The evangelist cites the Scripture passage and adds a commentary. The author explains the enthusiasm of the crowd as a reaction to the sign of Lazarus, which was confirmed by many witnesses (Jn 12:17-18).

After the triumphal entry of the Messiah into Jerusalem, the Fourth Gospel presents a dramatic pericope in which he proclaims the imminent glorification of Jesus with his exaltation on the throne of the cross (Jn 12:20-36). In contrast, the Synoptics, after Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, present the purification of the Temple (Mk 11:15 and par.), whereas John has already presented this even near the beginning of his Gospel, during Jesus’ first journey to Jerusalem (Jn 2:13 ff.).

1.4. Structure and literary unity

The structure of this section unfolds in two parts. The first part is chapter 11. This chapter can be structured as follows:

11:1-17. Jesus and the disciples: the theme of death.

11:18-27. Jesus and Martha: the resurrection and the life.

11:28-38a. Jesus and Mary: sorrow over the death of Lazarus.

11:38b-46. Jesus and Lazarus: from death to life.

11:47-57. Reactions to the signs: death sentence against Jesus.

Throughout this structure we can perceive a certain order. Lazarus is “sick” and later he is “dead.” Around this fact, two dialogues unfold: one between Jesus and his disciples, during which Jesus acts rather strangely, since he is a friend of Lazarus but does not hasten to heal him; the other is between Jesus and the sisters of Lazarus. This episode is meant to show that the life that Jesus gives his own conquers death and bears within it the seeds of resurrection. The faith of Martha and Mary stands out, a faith we could call mature, but one that the Master does not find fully satisfying. It still needs something to reach Christian fullness. Their anguish in the face of death reveals a lack of understanding of Jesus’ messiahship.  The illness of Lazarus is part of his human condition, which, although it entails physical death, is beset with fear of one’s own death. This fear is the great slavery from which Jesus came to free us.

This entire passage on the “return to life” is tied to one key: the glory of God. At the outset of this passage, Jesus tell his disciples that Lazarus’ illness is “for God’s glory” (Jn 11:4), and in its closing scene, at the entrance to the tomb, he reminds Martha that if she believes she will see “the glory of God” (Jn 11:40). After the raising of Lazarus, we see the reaction of the highest Jewish authorities, who condemn Jesus to death. This paves the way for the passion and crucifixion of Jesus. There is a deep theological meaning here and a hint at the effect of Jesus’ death. He must dies in order to gather together the scattered children of God. The conflict that began openly at the beginning of the Gospel (Jn 5:16, 18) is reaching its critical hour. Jesus’ activity is intolerable in the view of institutional Judaism, which sees him as a dangerous threat to its own interests. The people are now faced by a clear-cut dilemma: Jesus has ended his activity as a life-giver, and the authorities, by condemning him, clearly show themselves to be agents of death. The Messiah and the institution are incompatible. The people must now make their choice: Jesus or the Jewish institution. For the Fourth Gospel, the proximate cause of Jesus’ condemnation to death is represented by the sign of Bethany, that is, the “return” of Lazarus “to life.” The chief priests and the Pharisees meet and make a solemn and drastic decision to prevent Jesus from continuing his mission: he must die. Hence the great importance of this text (Jn 11:45-57), which contains a christological, soteriological and ecclesiological message. This is one of the few texts in John’s Gospel that speak of the salvific value of the death of Jesus, with its implications of a universal and ecclesial character.

Chapter 12 of the Gospel can be structured as follows:

12:1-11: The community celebrates life.

12:12-19: Nationalistic acclaim of the messiah and Jesus’ reaction to it.

12:20-26: Addressed to the disciples, in introduces the theme of the universal mission and the conditions for carrying it out.

12:27-36: The Messiah crucified and repudiated.

12:37-43: The causes of unbelief.

12:44-50: the final challenge.

Chapter 12 brings us to a scene in the life of Jesus that is also told by the Synoptics. This chapter is not only a résumé of the first part of the Gospel, the Book of Signs (1:19 – 12:50), but also a bridge to the second part of the Gospel, the Book of the Passion and Resurrection (13:1 – 20:31).  The anointing at Bethany (12:7), where the community celebrates life, prefigures the burial of Jesus (19:38-42). The entry into Jerusalem (12:12-19) corresponds to the trial before Pilate (18:28 ff.), where the kingship of Jesus is at once affirmed and mocked. Jesus’ discourse on the meaning of his death (12:20-36) evokes the events of the crucifixion. The double mention of the “return to life” (resurrection) of Lazarus (12:1-9) and the observation that many Jews began to believe in Jesus (12:11) situates this account within the great and final manifestation of Christ before the world. The mention of the sign worked in Bethany (12:17) indicates the motive for the placement of the Messiah’s triumphal entry into the Holy City after the raising of Lazarus. Jesus had already been in Jerusalem several times (2:13 ff.; 5:1 ff.; 7:10 ff.), but only now, at the end of his revelation to the world as the Christ, the Son of God, by working extraordinary wonders, does he enter Jerusalem as King of Israel.

The end of Chapter 12 or more exactly 12:37-50 constitutes the epilogue to the whole work of the Fourth Gospel. It contains a reflection on the mystery of such great hardness of heart. How can one explain such unbelief, after Jesus has worked so many signs? The answer is given in 12:27-43. In Chapter 11, after the raising of Lazarus, many of the leaders of the people chose not to open their eyes to the light of Christ. 12:37-43 forms an inclusion with the Prologue (1:1-18). Here we find the three great themes of the Gospel:

The manifestation of the Word of God;

The reception of this revelation through faith or its rejection through unbelief;

The gift of eternal life or the judgment of condemnation.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1. A Persecuted Community

We are situated in Bethany, near the time of the entry into Jerusalem and also near the Feast of Passover (11:55; 12:1). This situation explains the presence of many outsiders, Hellenistic Jews and Greeks, Jewish sympathizers or proselytes from the Greco-Roman world, who cane to Jerusalem to take part in the pilgrimage of the Feast of Passover.

The Roman authorities were not indifferent to the life and death of Jesus, nor was Jesus indifferent to the Roman Empire. We can state that Jesus did not start a guerrilla war against the empire; yet we can readily surmise that Jesus did not exclude the Roman Empire from his harsh criticism of power as it was exercised against the poor and oppressed people of Galilee and Judea. Here we find two diverse reactions to the revelation of Jesus, marked by a very radical division: believers and unbelievers.
2.1.1. Conflict with the Jews

The expression “the Jews” appears more that 70 times throughout the Gospel of John (whereas in the Synoptics it appears only 5 times in Mt, 6 in Mk and 5 in Lk). It is a typically Johannine expression, and in more than half the cases, it appears in a hostile sense in relation to Jesus.

The Jews do not accept Jesus because of their religious system. Worship is sacred and cannot be questioned (see Jn 2:18-20). The Sabbath precept comes from God and is untouchable (Jn 5:16; 9:16). Jesus cannot be sent by God if he does not comply with this system and its prescriptions. Jesus strives to change the image of God. Hence the Jews claim that he cannot come from God. Hence they strive to kill him, because he breaks the Sabbath precept, claims that God is his own Father and makes himself equal to God (Jn 5:18; 10:30).

This hostility “of the Jews” more likely expressed the conflict felt by the community of the Beloved Disciple after the year 70. Hence, in the Fourth Gospel the expression “the Jews” designates rabbinical Judaism run by the Pharisees after the fall of Jerusalem in 70. These are the enemies of the community of the Beloved Disciple.

What we find in chapter 11 of John is the community of Jesus (the family of Lazarus: Martha and Mary in Bethany). After Lazarus returns to life he, too, is condemned to death by the chief priests (Jn 12:10). This Jewish community does not believe in Jesus (Jn 7:3-5). This is the embodiment of what was said in the prologue to the Gospel: “He came to his own, yet his own people did not accept him” (Jn 1:11).

In the Fourth Gospel it is abundantly clear that the Jews and the Pharisees strive to kill Jesus and they achieve their aim. The group of Jews and Pharisees are related to “the world,” the greatest representative of opposition to and hatred for Jesus. Unbelief is presented as a rejection of the Light and of the Word. The public preaching of Jesus is aggressively rejected the Jews and the Pharisees:

11:46: Some Jews accuse Jesus before the Pharisees.

11:53: The Sanhedrin lays plans to kill Jesus.

11:54: Jesus could no longer move about freely in Jewish circles.

12:37: Despite the many signs he performed in their presence, the Jews refused to believe in him.

2.1.2. Conflict with secret Christians

The conflict with “the Jews” and also with the synagogue (ch. 9) was so strong and violent that many who believed in Jesus were unable to confess it openly. The fear of Jewish authorities hindered their growth in faith. The prototypes of these inconsistent believers were Nicodemus (Jn 3:1-21), persons in the crowd (Jn 7:13), Joseph of Arimathea (Jn 19:38), and others whose names we do not know (Jn 12:42-43). This last-mentioned text is quite significant: “There were many, even among the Sanhedrin, who believed in him; but they refused to admit it because of the Pharisees, for fear they might be ejected from the synagogue. They preferred the praise of men to the glory of God.”

2.2. Openness to the Gentiles

Near the middle of chapter 12 we encounter some Greek-speaking pilgrims, that is, a group of foreigners who have converted to Judaism, who have heard about Jesus and want to meet him. They have recourse to Philip, who speaks with Andrew, and the two of them go to ask Jesus about the matter (Jn 12:20-22). The pilgrims do not go directly to Jesus, but rather through his disciples, because this is the only way they can meet with Him. And they do not go to just any of the disciples, but rather to Philip and Andrew, the only members of the Twelve who have Greek names and are thus deemed most appropriate to serve as mediators. This is a trait of the sensibility of the community of the Beloved Disciple regarding those of other cultures. Jesus’ answer, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified,” takes on a new meaning of universal manifestation to the world, which is reinforced by the words of the preceding verse, “The whole world has run after him” (12:19). The political-religious leaders have become entrenched in their position that Jesus must die (12:19, 37).

There is one group of persons whom we can classify as believers: those who accept Jesus and follow him (12:26). Nevertheless, we read in 12:42 that many of the authorities also believed in him. And for all those who believe in him there is a promise that accompanies this belief: “Anyone who believes in me, even though he should die, will live” (11:25). “Whoever believes in me believes not in me but in him who sent me. And whoever sees me sees him who sent me. I have come to the world as its light, so that everyone who believes in me should not remain in the darkness” (12:44-46).

2.3. Lazarus

What historical value does the raising of Lazarus have in the trial in which Jesus is condemned, seeing that the Synoptics do not mention it?

For the Gospel of John, Lazarus’ return to life is the occasion and immediate motive for the definitive condemnation of Jesus by the Sanhedrin. Why, then, do the Synoptics ignore this account? The answer is by no means easy. The general opinion of exegetes would be that John had access to records of Jesus’ stays in Judea that were unknown by the Synoptics. Two motives explain why the author of the Fourth Gospel chose to include the episode of the raising of Lazarus among the “signs” of Jesus:

a. In Lk 19:37 there is great enthusiasm among the crowd of disciples on Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, which is explained because of “all the deeds of power that they had seen.”

b. In Jn 11:47 the Pharisees decide to condemn Jesus to death because of his miracles.

We cannot determine the historical basis of the episode about Lazarus. We may reasonably admit, as a substrate of the account, the existence of a Jewish tradition on an event of a return to life. John utilized and transformed an existing tradition in keeping with his theological perspective.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1.  Jesus, true agent of life

Life is the most precious good after which humankind aspires. But this good is fragile and is constantly threatened by death. Hence human beings strive by all means to escape from death.

The God of Israel is a God characterized by life. He is a God who wants life, who restores life to those who are dead, a God who does not take pleasure in the death of anyone. This God manifests himself by intervening in events and guides his people in a sovereign way through the events of a very concrete history, in which everything –success or failure, happiness or woe—is a divine epiphany. Life is a totally gratuitous gift. Human beings receive this gift, but they do not own it. It is a gift from God.

Jesus weeps over the death of his friend Lazarus, since he feels the drama of death. God does not want death; he wants life. A concern for life is legitimate and necessary. Christians should not have a passive attitude about a brother or sister who is threatened by death. It is truly human to desire to live with dignity. This desire is often threatened in ordinary life. Through our work we seek more human and more dignified living conditions, although we do not always attain them, often enough because of institutionalized in justice.

3.1.1. Jesus is the one who brings life in its fullness: relationship with the Father.

Jesus often speaks of God and with God, whom he calls “my Father.”  Every time he does so he reveals more openly his divine sonship. Jesus came to reveal to us the paternal-maternal face of God. A strong bond of love unites him to the Father. This love of God does not remain enclosed in itself. The incarnation and surrender of the Beloved Son is the greatest manifestation of God’s love: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (Jn 3:16).

“For this reason the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath, but was also calling God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God” (Jn 5:18). While on the one hand Jesus proclaims his divinity: “I am the resurrection and the life” (Jn 11:25), and demonstrates it by the most striking sign of giving life to a dead man, on the other he reveals his humanity: he is deeply moved, he weeps.

This whole narrative aims at illustrating the final element in the synthesis of 20:30-31: “that through believing you may have life in his name.” The present narrative culminates in Martha’s solemn declaration: “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who was to come into the world” (Jn 11:27). And on Jesus’ part his self-witness reaches its highpoint: “I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even though he should die, will live; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (Jn 11:25-26).

3.1.2. The Human Jesus: relationship with the family of Lazarus

The four Gospels offer numerous data on the great love that Jesus had for people, and preferably for the poor and the lowly (Mk 6:30-44; Lk 10:21-24). This love was not expressed by Jesus in some sort of neutral or generic relationship, but rather in one that was charged with feelings of friendship: “Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus very much” (Jn 11:5). In this scene, Jesus’ reaction is expressed by three verbs, all of which are hard to translate. He was “greatly disturbed in spirit…in himself” (11:33, 38), “deeply moved” (11:33) and “began to weep” (11:35). It was a loving relationship marked by faithful solidarity in joy and in sorrow: “When Jesus saw her weeping…, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’” (11:33-36).

The trio of Lazarus, Martha and Mary represent the community of the Beloved Disciple and the communities that adhered to Jesus and that adhere to him at all times. The climate that characterizes this community is one of fraternity. Hence the account stresses the words brother and sister. Between Jesus and these communities, there is a circulation of reciprocal love. Again and again we are told that Jesus loved Lazarus, Martha and Mary, and Jesus himself calls Lazarus a friend: “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going to awaken him” (11:11).

3.2.  Faith Responses

Jesus’ aim in performing this sign is to highlight the theme of faith. Shortly before he sets out for Bethany, after waiting two days, he tells his disciples, “Lazarus is dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe” (Jn 11:14-15). When he reaches Bethany, he again calls for faith on the part of Martha, who responds, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who is coming into the world” (Jn 11:27). But as her faith wavered when it came time to remove the stone from the tomb on the fourth day, Jesus reminds her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” (11:40). The prayer that Jesus utters in 11:41 is not a petition, as it is in 12:27, but rather an act of thanksgiving. He gives thanks for having been heard: “Father, I thank you for having heard me” (11:41), and he goes on to say, “but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me” (11:42b). 

Chapter 12 sums up the whole first part of the Gospel according to John. Moreover, it shows how different people react to the practice of Jesus. Lazarus represents the disciples of all times, since he draws many others to Jesus (12:11). Martha sums up all the services rendered in community by serving at table (12:2). Mary is the figure of humankind as spouse of the Lamb, who, by anointing his feet with perfume, responds with love to the spouse that gives his life out of love (12:3, 7).

3.2.1. Jesus’ dialogue with Martha

Martha complained because Jesus arrived too late to heal her brother (11:21). John underscores the veracity and credibility both of Jesus’ self-witness and of the sign he works, since some very clear statements follow to the effect that Lazarus had really died: “Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days” (11:17, 39). To this same end, he repeats the complaint of both sisters of the deceased: “If you had been here, my brother would not have died” (Martha, 11:21, and Mary, 11:32).

When Jesus promises Martha that her brother will rise again (11:23), she answers in keeping with the Jewish belief of her day (though not all, for example the Sadducees, shared that belief): “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (11:24). Martha typifies the disciple of Jesus who needs to overcome the prejudice of death as the final outcome. She believes in the resurrection of the last day (future eschatology). Here Jesus corrects Martha. And in correcting her he reveals a new dimension of his saving presence among humankind. Jesus identifies the resurrection and the life with himself, with his own person: “I am the resurrection and the life” (11:25). This is realized eschatology.

Resurrection to new life comes through belief in the person of Jesus. He is the resurrection and the life here and now. This is the great challenge made to the two sisters and to all of us: Jesus is not just life after death, but life in abundance for this life and beyond it. “Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live; and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” After saying this, Jesus waits for a response from Martha and from all of us who believe in him: “Do you believe this?” In other words: Do you believe that the only thing that matters is faith and trust in me? Do you accept the fact that through this believing and trusting in me, any merely human concepts of life and death will be overthrown by a new reality that is within the grasp of all human beings, in Jesus Christ? Martha responds in faith: “Yes, Lord, I believe…” (11:25-27). By overcoming this prejudice about death, Martha becomes a missionary: she goes and calls her sister Mary.

Martha’s attitude shows the kind of openness to the Word of the Lord through which she allows herself to be led to total acceptance of Him. Martha’s faith keeps growing steadily until she reaches the maturity of a true disciple. In order to reach this ideal it is necessary to surpass certain concepts anchored in the past. First of all, she learns the insufficiency of her faith in Jesus merely as one who can work miracles (11:22). Moreover, her faith is enclosed within a Jewish world that views the resurrection merely as a future event (11:24). She has to go beyond these concepts that are rooted in the past. She has to go on without reserve to the core of Christian faith: the resurrection is already happening in Jesus himself, in his own “I am,” because He is the resurrection and the life. From that point on, Martha becomes a true model of the disciple of Jesus, in contrast to the members of the Sanhedrin, who refused to believe in the signs that Jesus was working and therefore sought to bring about his death (11:46-50).

The most important element in this sign and the key for interpreting it is found in Martha’s avowal, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God” (Jn 11:27), an avowal paralleled in Mt 16:16-17, where Peter exclaims, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Martha’s profession of faith almost literally expresses the aim of the Fourth Gospel, namely, “so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God” (Jn 20:31). The passage we are studying states two times explicitly that Jesus is performing this sign of raising Lazarus from the dead “so that you may believe” (11:15) and “so that they may believe” (11:42; cf. 20:31).

3.2.2. Mary’s prophetic gesture

Mary’s prophetic gesture of anointing Jesus’ feet finds its interpretive key in Jn 12:7: “Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. [She bought it] so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.’” Mary’s gesture announces, by anticipation, the burial of Jesus. Here we have a description of the way in which the Christian community celebrates the life that Jesus communicates. This community, located in Bethany, celebrates by serving (Martha’s attitude) and by showing love for Jesus (Mary’s attitude). Among the disciples, Judas does not understand either service or love.

Here, there is no dialogue between Jesus and Mary. All we are left with is the gesture she performs as a revealing word. What we do know about Mary is that Jesus loved her (Jn 11:5) and that she was the sister of Martha and Lazarus (11:1). Mary embodies all who love Jesus with a sincere and grateful heart. This gesture is so deep that it anticipates the fact on which the Church’s faith is founded: the death and resurrection of the Father’s Beloved Son. When she wiped Jesus’ feet with her hair, she was steeped with their fragrance, that is, she was enveloped in that mystery of love which was to be the Good News for all who believe in Him.

3.3.  Death preferred to life. The Jewish authorities decide on Jesus’ death

In the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel we find two fundamental statements regarding this theme: 1) “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (Jn 1:5) and 2) “He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him” (1:11). These two statements of the Prologue begin to be deepened and developed here. This is the first time that the Fourth Gospel explicitly mentions the Sanhedrin, here assembled to decide on the death of Jesus. The members of the Sanhedrin are afraid of Jesus and what he is doing. They are at a loss as to what they should do. They feel that they are losing their influence over the people: “If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him” (Jn 11:48a). They are looking for a way out, with a view to maintaining their privileges and to keeping control over the people. Jesus’ actions constitute a threat to them: “The Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation” (Jn 11:48b). Under the pretext of saving the Temple and the nation, they find a “legal” way of condemning someone to death.

The intervention of the high priest is decisive: “Don’t you realize that it is better to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed?” (Jn 11:50). These words of Caiaphas have two aspects. On the one hand, by reason of the decision that Jesus should be killed, they show the kind of “theology” or “religion” that the Sanhedrin produced, a theology that the innocent should die in order to guarantee “order” and “peace.” Caiaphas is the prophet of death to the innocent, who must pay with their life in order to maintain the privileges of the mighty. On the other hand, they ironically represent the way the community of the Beloved Disciple understood the death of Jesus: “He [Caiaphas] did not say this on his own, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus was about to die…not for the nation only, but to gather into one the dispersed children of God” (Jn 11:51-52). Jesus, by being rejected by the highest representative (high priest) of the people, becomes the mediator between God and humankind. He is the meeting point for all who are seeking the living and true God. The giver of life is condemned to death in order to defend life.

3.4.  Jesus’ “hour” has come (Jn 12:23)

Different attempts to arrest Jesus had failed (Jn 7:30; 8:22), “because his hour had not yet come.” John refers to this special time “the hour of Jesus.” When Jesus is lifted up from the earth, he will draw all people to himself (Jn 12:32). In John’s description, this “hour of Jesus” is a mixture of terror and glory. On the one hand, it is marked by anguish and fear; on the other, it is the moment of glory that signals the fulfillment of God’s will and the acknowledgement of God’s power to save (Jn 12:27-29). This is how we should understand the meaning of the grain of wheat that falls into the wheat and dies, yet bears much fruit (Jn 12:24). Its death means life. The death of Jesus does not entail the failure of God and the end of humanity in the grip of evil. Rather, it signals God’s saving power for all who believe in Jesus. The hour is the glorification of the Son of Man through his death. The reader knows that the hour entails death. But the hour does not only bespeak the paschal sacrifice, but also its joyful outcome.

3.5.  Death and Life. The grain of wheat dies and is reborn (Jn 12:24)

The Synoptics mention the seed several times. The seed falls on different kinds of soil (Mt 13:3-8). It is like a mustard seed, small, but capable of producing a huge tree (Mt 13:31-32). But whereas the Synoptics compare the seed to the Word and to the Reign of God, John states that the seed is Jesus himself. Like the grain of wheat, which falls into the earth and dies in order to bear fruit, Jesus surrenders himself to the cross in order to rescue humankind from the power of evil.

For Jesus, death is not the end. The disciples of Jesus were submerged in incomprehension. When Jesus stated that Lazarus was asleep, they understood sleep in the ordinary sense, whereas Jesus had compared the death of his friend to sleep. There were two different ways of looking at death. For some, it meant an insuperable barrier; for Jesus, it was like a dream from which one could easily be awakened. Martha and Mary at first believed that death had determined the end of their brother’s life once and for all.

The parable of the seed that dies is in some sense found in the Synoptic tradition (Mt 10:39 and parallels, and My 16:25 and parallels). In order to save one’s life it is necessary to lose it. The life we now have is not a lasting dwelling place, but an occasion in which we can show where our true commitment lies, and this is revealed when we give our life for the highest good, which is a participation in the love of God. Those who make their life in this world their ultimate commitment lose eternal life. Those who spend their life in carrying out their commitment to the very end are with Jesus, here and forever (Jn 12:26).

The resurrection of Lazarus invites us to delve more deeply into the theme of the victory of life over death. The reality of death is present in all human beings and in their social relationships. Physical death is inevitable, despite all the progress in medicine. Death is not only the last event of our earthly pilgrimage, but its culminating point, the moment that cannot elude our gaze, a challenge that is constantly imposed on us human beings. Nevertheless, death is not the end of the road, but the gate that opens for definitive liberation in the risen Christ. Christians should face life head-on, because for faith, it is the most demanding apprenticeship. At the heart of Christianity lies the Paschal Mystery, that is, the definitive victory over death, achieved once and for all in Jesus Christ.

Man is not a being-for-death, but a being-for-life with the risen Christ. Our God is not a god of the dead, but a God of the living: “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (Jn 12:24). Jesus’ self-definition, “I am the resurrection and the life,” means that Jesus’ last word is not one of death, but one of Life.

CLARETIAN KEY

ANNOUNCING THE NEW LIFE


“Look to Jesus Christ and copy him in yourself, until you can say ‘it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’” (Colegial instruido, II, p. 485, citing Gal 2:20). To live Christ’s life here and now is to unite our lot indissolubly to his, to embody in our own life a continual dying, so that the new life in Christ, a life surrendered that all might live, may take possession of us. Claret, the great missionary, reached this profound experience of identification with Christ. His life remained fully transformed by this communion, which had various resonances in his own spiritual experience: intimacy with Jesus (see Aut 694) and forgiveness and love of enemies (see Lights and Graces for 1869, in SAW, p. 338).


The tireless apostolic zeal that Claret bore witness to throughout his life was nothing else but his living out of the mystery of death and resurrection in an apostolic key. Announcing the God of Life in the midst of such surroundings of death is only possible when one has experienced in depth the mystery of the New Life.


What does believing in the God of Life entail today? What does announcing the God of Life both signify and demand? What meaning do Jesus’ words, “Unless the grain of wheat dies,” have for the Claretian Missionary and for the Claretian Community? Reading these chapters of the Gospel in a vocational key leads us to put these questions to ourselves, to let them disturb our hearts and, above all, to ask the Lord to bring us closer to the Life in Christ that our Father Founder lived.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. The family of Bethany, model of a community of disciples. The family of Bethany is indeed the model of a community of disciples: rich in relationships and centered in Jesus. It stands as a model for the kinds of ecclesial and human communities that we should be striving to build and develop in a synthesis of Martha and Mary, of service and love, letting ourselves be enveloped by their perfume. Nevertheless, this family is not set in some idyllic context. It is in mourning. It will even be the object of persecution because of its relation with Jesus and his group. Looking at it in this way, we feel motivated to re-think the characteristics of our own church community in these days that are beset by conflict and even more with indifference. In this historical moment we ask ourselves about our own ability to read God’s interventions in the history of salvation, to face the fact of being a minority, to make courageous decisions, to look critically at modernity, to learn how to gather up the values of tradition even knowing that we are called to surpass it, to make a commitment to form Christian communities, striving to help them to become a critical conscience that will promote receptiveness and respect toward all.

2. Killing Jesus because he is upsetting. The Jewish leaders decided to kill Jesus because “he was upsetting.”  In our own time blood is still staining many conflicts and situations: inhuman jails, extermination camps, regions subjected to ethnic cleansing, roads traveled by endless ranks of refugees. They ring with the echoes of Pilate’s tribunal and the soldiers’ courtyard. Our societies try to eliminate those who are upsetting because of their explicit denunciations or simply because their very presence causes problems. Let us aim at becoming identified with those who “upset” our society and let us examine the different attitudes with which they are confronted. To eliminate troublemakers, those who talk back or show us something that goes beyond our positions, has always been the posture of all violent powers.

3. The value of life. The price of Lazarus’ life was Jesus’ death. It was Jesus who asked where they had placed the dead man’s body. It was Jesus who went out of his way to learn the place and enter it. He took upon himself the consequences of this solidarity, to the point of undergoing death and burial himself. God was deeply touched at the sight of human sorrow. The prophets had already expressed it most beautifully. We, too, should share the attitudes of the members of our community and of society in general when confronted by the mystery of death.

4. “You will always have the poor with you” (Jn 12:8). Jesus’ statement invites us to reflect on our own attitude toward the poor. What do we thin, feel and do about them? Our societies defend themselves from the presence of the poor and the outcast by ignoring their plight. What does is mean for us to be converted and become an alternative in this context? Liberating Lazarus by removing the cloths that bound his hands and feet was the last act of charity that completed the work of the Creator. God returned Lazarus’ life to him; his brother freed him from his impediments so that he could live that life to the full. A brother unties and frees his brother so that he can move through the life that God had granted him. We would all agree with this statement, but what would we really do? On the one hand, we would all weep for the absence of a brother; but on the other, we might not desire his presence so much that we would willingly put up with the “stench” of drawing near him (see Jn 11:39). And indeed, isn’t it true that our churches, communities and societies have an excessive fear of this “stench”?

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1. “You weren’t here.” “Why didn’t you come when we called you?” How do we experience the “absence of God in difficult moments/ What resonance does this experience have in our own life?

2. The nearness that others have shown to us in hard times, or the nearness we have shown to others, is often the only way of proclaiming the Word at such times. How do we live this dimension of the missionary service of the Word?

3. Religious talk sometimes runs the risk of hiding reality rather than revealing it. We can see this in Judas’ remarks about the extravagant waste of perfume on Jesus’ feet. What are the characteristics of our religious language? Does it have the capacity to communicate and reveal?

4. Is our life so filled with compassion and friendship that it makes us weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice? Or is it simply limited to “solving problems”?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 12:20-36.

3. Dialogue on Theme III in its different keys. (Take into account the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys). 

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5.  Closing song.

