The Widow at Nain

Sermon on Luke 7:11-17

He was always the guest, sisters and brothers.

In the homes of Peter and Jairus, Martha and Mary, Joanna and Susanna, he was always the guest.

At the meal tables of the wealthy, where he pleaded the case of the poor, he was always the guest. Upsetting polite company, befriending isolated people, welcoming the stranger, he was always the guest.

Do you remember those sentences which we often say as the beginning or our communion liturgy? Describing something very important about Jesus and his life… emphasizing that fact that he often was a guest at the tables of all sorts of people?

Jesus was always the guest…
…in villages and towns, in homes in Capernaum and Bethany, in Jericho and Jerusalem…

…he was always the guest.

And so he was probably also in what could be a second chapter of the story which I would like us to look at today.

Jesus had gone to a town called Nain. His disciples and a lot of other people were with him. As they walked through the gate of the town, another crowd meets them. Those who move out of town carry a man who had just died. 

Luke, the evangelist describes Jesus as a passionate healer. Jesus is deeply moved by a mother’s grief at the death of her only son. He heals the young man, he raises him from the dead, and gives him back to his mother.

Luke’s gospel has often been described as one of the most beautiful ever told. It is a story that advances our knowledge about, who Jesus is, one small step at a time. While Luke’s story is told in small steps, it still leaves behind deep footprints regarding what it means to be children of God and truly human. Luke’s special concern is his commitment for the poor, the oppressed, widows, orphans, the ill, the old, children, and those with shortcomings and disabilities. Luke shows us a Jesus affirming the value of groups that were otherwise denied full acceptance in the society of his day, including women, children, Samaritans, Gentiles, tax collectors and sinners.
The story of raising a widow’s son comes in the first third of the Gospel of Luke. Jesus had already healed a few more times, when at the beginning of chapter 7 he healed the sick servant of a member of the Roman military. The servant here had only been ill, but the widow’s son was dead. There is an advance to be seen in how Luke puts together his gospel: first healing the sick, then raising the dead – and then, just a bit later in the same chapter, Jesus responds to John the Baptist, who asks who Jesus is, with the words “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.” (Luke 7v22).
The readers then and now are shown that Jesus is one in the long line of the prophets of Israel. His work resembles the works of Elijah and Elisha. Their stories form the background for the raising of the widow’s son. And the effect Luke achieves with this is: when one story follows another well-known story closely, it creates an echo effect. The resemblance of the old and new story helps that much of the power of the new story comes from its resonance with the old.

It was important o Luke to have this effect on his first readers. They should understand that the power of Elijah and Elisha was now in Jesus… and: that Jesus was even more than them – he was the fulfilment of all they and many others had talked about and promised. 

The parallels between what you have in your bulletin as Old Testament reading and New Testament reading are unmistakable. The link between the stories is really close. The similarities are so extensive that they must be deliberate. And even the few differences between Luke’s narrative and the Old Testament story call for closer attention. 
When Jesus raises the widow’s son a crowd is present – two actually: two groups of people – those walking into the city with Jesus, and those walking out through the gate to bury the dead young man. Not so in Elijah’s story: he is all alone with the widow and her son.
In Luke it is the crowd recognising Jesus as the great prophet, whereas in the OT story, that Elijah is a man of God, is the lonely statement of one woman alone.

Only in the NT story we are told that the family member who’d died was an “only son”.

…the only child… 
Luke uses this expression two more times in his gospel. 

Jairus’ daughter is the only daughter of her father (Luke 8:42); and the epileptic boy in Luke 9 (v38) was his father’s only son.
However, in none of those stories has the loss of an only child as terrible consequences as it has in the story of the widow and her son.

Jairus almost loses a daughter. But he still has a wife who may give birth to more children. The father of the epileptic boy is at risk of losing a beloved son, but he would always remain the master of his own life, land, home and family. He still would have his skills and possessions, and could make a living. 

But the widow in chapter 7 of Luke has after the death of her son nothing left that would enable her to live a life in freedom and dignity.

Women in olden times were part of a patriarchal system and society in which they were not allowed to have resources of their own or possess a house or a piece of land. 
Several OT stories confirm that: the daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 27:1-11) a story we heard at the Women’s World Day of Prayer some years ago, had to fight fiercely to be entitled to remain the owners of the family’s possessions after their father’s death.

Naomi (Book of Ruth 1-4) can only put claim on her own house and land when she returns to Bethlehem after decades abroad, after Ruth, her daughter-in-law, a widow as she is herself, has found a new man. Only a man can be the owner of what always belonged to Naomi’s family.
Widows in the times of the Bible were living their lives in poverty and dependence. They needed men, or a man, to look after them and care for them: socially and financially.

Widows alone weren’t allowed to own land and property. 
They were sent back to their families of origin as one more mouth that needed to be fed; or they were handed over to the family of the husband. A brother of the husband might have taken her as one of many wives, or she became the maid, a servant of her dead husband’s family. Her belongings went over into the hands of the remaining male relatives.

A son – if old enough – could prevent a widow from such destiny. But only if he was alive!

In chapter 7 of his gospel Luke speaks of Jesus’ compassion for the widow. And Jesus’ words to the widow “Do not weep”, must demonstrate that he really knows what he can do for her – all else would be simply cruel and inhumane.

This poor woman has all reasons to weep. 

Before her lies a future in poverty; having lost what she once possessed, depending on the sympathy and goodwill of relatives and strangers…
The person who dares to tell such an unhappy and unlucky woman not to weep, must really know what he is saying, AND what he is going to do.

Whereas Elijah cries to God and does all sorts of things with the child, Jesus simply commands: “Young man, I say to you, rise!” …and the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. (
That is all there is about those two.

We are then told how the crowds celebrate the new prophet among them, and how the poor and outcast draw new strength and courage from the fact that now they know again and anew “that God looks favourably on his people.”

I must say: I want to believe that Jesus and his friends went home with this mother and her son …that they entered their little house, washed each others’ feet, and gave the woman a hand preparing food and drink. I want to imagine how they celebrated the big change that had just taken place in this woman’s life, the chance to start anew and experience such a miraculous new beginning.

And while the cups were raised and the bread shared, while the shadows got longer and the first stars appeared in the night sky, Jesus was probably not yet ready to say to them “take and eat… this is my body… this is my blood”.

But what I believe he could have done is: he took the son’s hand and laid it into the mother’s saying: “Woman, here is your son. Son, here is your mother” … using exactly the same words with which he would later, just before his own death, comfort and care for his old mother.

Jesus was a child of his time. He knew people’s needs. And he gave what people needed most to be able to live a life in freedom and dignity, to be able to love and be loved.

In our story, he didn’t just give back to a sad mother a beloved child. No.

He gave back to a woman in utter despair the only thing that could make her life worth living again.

May he give to others according to their needs: the health they need to make their living, the courage to stand up and face the challenges of daily life, the friends who understand and care, the love to renew a relationship that’s grown cold, the healing to a broken heart, and life to dead souls…

May he give to each and everyone of us what we need today to make our journey through the gate of the town a journey away from death and into the midst of life.

It is possible.

If we let Jesus be both: the guest at our table, and the host of our whole lives. If we let him come close when we weep and when we laugh. And if we let him give to us what we need in our times of pain and fear and grief.
May the bread and the cup at communion today help us to recognize our needs and the ways in which they can be stilled, in the name of Jesus. 
Amen.
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