Sermon, Second Sunday of Pentecost, Proper 5, June 6. 2010

1 Kings 17:8-24; Psalm 146, Galatians 1:11-24, Luke 7:11-17

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle 

Resurrection.

Today we have two wonderful stories about the raising of the dead. The reading from First book of Kings and the reading from Luke have in common the fact that the mothers of the deceased sons were widows.

           This is important to keep in mind as we understand better the situation faced by  them.  There were three categories of widows. First, there were those with an inheritance and sons; these had finances and sons who would take care of them Secondly, there were those who had means of support but no sons. And then there were those who had no means of support and no sons. Those who were left with no sons and no means of support were very vulnerable  

           We read in the prophet Malachi 3:5 where God says: So I will come near to you for judgment. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive aliens of justice, but do not fear me.  It is still a reality that those who are the most vulnerable of society are the ones who are the most preyed upon.
          As in many parts of the world today, because of wars, there were many widows in Israel. When Jesus returned home and preached his first sermon in the Synagogue in Nazareth, the people were looking forward to hearing him. But after they heard him they did not like what they heard and turned on him and questioned as to where he got his education. They were obviously not happy with him and so Jesus said to them: I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah's time, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land.  Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon.

             Zarephat was a town on the Mediterranean coast about 13 miles North of Tyre, on the spur of the mountain which divides the plain of Tyre from that of Sidon. More than likely there were very few Jews living in this region. 

           In other words, the widow to whom Elijah was sent was not  Jewish. She was a foreigner, a pagan who worshipped more than one God or a God who was not the god of 
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the Jews. And yet, The word of the Lord came to Elijah saying “Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and live there for I have commanded a widow there to feed you.

 When he arrived in Zarephath he found a widow gather sticks and he asked for a drink of water. Remember, this is desert country and there had been a drought in the land for three years. 

          Somehow she had water and was going to share it with him but he decided to ask for some bread. This was more than she could manage. She then told him she was going home to cook the last meal for her son and herself and then wait to die. 

           Elijah convinced her that the God of Israel would protect her if she would give him food first. She trusted him and they ate for many days, the jar of meal did not empty , neither did the oil. But her joy quickly turned to sorrow when her son became ill and died and she turned in anger on Elijah wondering why God was punishing her. 

          Elijah took the boy from her, prayed over him. He also stretched himself over the boy three times. Some people might interpret this as he did some kind of CPR.  The boy returned to life, was returned to his mother who now acknowledged that Elijah was a man of God. 

              In the gospel story we have an almost parallel story. Jesus leaves the city of Caphernaum where he lived and where he had healed the slave of a Centurion.  Luke begins this gospel story with the words, Soon after healing the centurion’s slave. This may not seem like much to us today but in the time of Luke it was a “big deal.”

        We have to keep in mind that the Romans were the “occupying force” in Israel and very few then, or now, like the presence of an occupying force in their country no matter how good their intentions may seem to be. However, as in all conflicts there are those who treat ‘the enemy’ with humanity and those who discover that ‘the enemy” is not as bad as one judged them to be.  In this case, the centurion liked the Jewish people and he paid for the building of their synagogue. He had a slave whom he valued highly and when he heard about Jesus he sent some Jewish elders to ask him to heal his slave. It was this centurion who did not expect Jesus to come into his home but rather expected him to heal 
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the slave from where he was. Because of this Jesus said I have not found such faith in all Israel.

        If Jesus and his disciples left Caphernaum at about nine and the journeyed to Nain, a distance of about twenty-five miles, he would have arrived as the sun was beginning ot set, which seems to be the time when funerals were held. Archeological excavation has not located a “gate” in terms of a large space which was typical of most cities so perhaps Luke meant that Jesus was approaching the entrance to the town. The beir was something of a wicker stretcher; the body would have been wrapped in a cloth with the face exposed. The men would take turns carrying the body to one of the caves a few miles outside of the town.

         The gospel story indicates that the widow mother was accompanied by  a large crowd from the town. It is reasonable to believe that she was unable to hire professional mourners and flute players and that she was surrounded by neighbors doing a good deed.

           Jesus had compassion on her. His first instinct was to tell her not to cry. Perhaps she recognized Jesus and had a sense that he was going to do something but was not sure what it was. Perhaps she knew him and was glad to see him and hoped that he would perform a miracle. How young the man was we do not know but we do know that without a son to care for her this widow was going to be very poor and dependent on others for her livelihood.

             Jesus went to those who were carrying the beir, the open casket, and they stopped. They were probably as surprised as anyone at being stopped in the middle of a funeral procession. After all, they had to get the body to the cave and back before dark. Jesus touched the young man saying, Young man, I say to you , rise” and he did. We can only imagine what it must have been like for those carrying him to his grave to find themselves now setting him down and helping him walk back home for his clothes.


We can only imagine the joy of the mother who now has her son back and all that that means to her from the point of view of family, grandchildren, survival etc.  


          For Luke, this is another story of Jesus’ healing ministry that helped spread his name throughout the countryside.
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While this story and the one from the first book of Kings are about the miracle of resurrection from the dead, we might wonder what this has to do with us some two to three thousand years later. 

              Many people today are skeptical of resurrection miracles and seek a medical or psychological rational to explain them. Be that as it may, there is much in these stories much that we can all use in our lives.

                 First of all there is the compassion for those less fortunate. Both women would be left to become beggars without their sons. Secondly there is the gift of life that we have to offer.  While we may not consider ourselves capable of performing the miracle of raising the dead to life, we do have the ability of healing and giving life to those who may feel dead emotionally, spiritually, psychologically.

                Compassion is a strong gift. It is the ability not only to feel sorry for someone but more importantly to feel with, the grieving person. Compassion helps us to get outside of ourselves, to set aside our own emotions, our own judgments, and feel the pain of that person. 

          Compassion is as much about a sense of being present to another in difficult times as it is about doing anything. Sometimes we can not do anything but be present and this is difficult in our society where we expect to do something, we want to do something. At times it is our powerlessness and acknowledging our powerlessness that makes us all the more powerful, we become channels of grace for the other. As the closing prayer of Morning Prayer says “Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more that we can ask or imagine. Glory to him from generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever. Amen 

