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“Unbind him, let him go free.”
Illustration
In the chapel of New College, part of Oxford University in England, there is a
sculpture by Jacob Epstein. The sculpture is of Lazarus being raised from the
dead. It is a powerful and moving work. The artist has perfectly caught both the
stiffness of the bound, dead body, and the life slowly returning to the limbs.
Some of the grave bandages seem just about to slip off, others look as if they are
about to be burst apart. Lazarus looks as if he has just stretched his neck for the
first time after days in the tomb. His face has a strange but serene expression: a
traveller who has just returned from the furthest destination, death.
Standing in the middle of the chapel looking back, you can see that the statue,
made of white stone, is framed by a great dark wooden door. It looks like a tomb
from which Lazarus has just emerged. The light stone glows quietly against the
dark background. The viewer is struck by the sheer physical presence of the
statue. This is not a ghost or a spirit; it conjures up the fact of Lazarus’ physical
revival. Yet the figure also looks bound, fragile, still subject to death. It seems to
sum up many of the themes from today’s Gospel. Although raised from the dead,
Lazarus is still bound by the laws of nature and death. He cannot even undo the
grave clothes. Jesus has to give the order: “Unbind him, let him go free.” Only
Jesus has the authority and power to work this astonishing miracle.

Gospel Teaching
Jesus, as true God, has that power over life and death that belongs only to God.
Last week we heard how he restored the sight of a man blind from birth. As the
tension mounts among the enemies of Jesus, he does something even greater,
and raises Lazarus from the dead. Jesus sums up this aspect of his identity in
the saying: “I am the resurrection and the life.” This saying has given countless
Christians hope and comfort when confronted by the death of a loved one, or
their own death.
However, the raising of Lazarus is only a temporary sign of Christ’s power. Lazarus
will die again, like us, to await the final resurrection. Like Lazarus, we will receive our
bodies again, but bodies that are no longer subject to death and corruption. As Paul
reminds the Romans, we will rise with our glorified bodies, the glory that comes
from having died and risen with Christ. The reality of our physical resurrection is
shown in the first reading, where God speaks through the prophet Ezekiel.

