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Proper 5 C

June 6, 2010

1 Kings 17:8-16,Psalm 146, Galatians 1:11-24, Luke 7:11-17

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen


 Did you catch the Academy Award Winning drama and tension in today’s gospel?  For when we think about it, it is a dramatic scene —I mean—a funeral procession halted and the trip to the cemetery interrupted.  Of course it was not anything like our modern funeral scenes—a black Cadillac hearse, followed by one or more black Cadillac limousines, followed perhaps by several cars, lights on, concerned not to lose their place in the line in the traffic.


The scene in today’s gospel was more primitive and personal. No city traffic to contend with in this procession.  No indifferent motorists disturbed that they were delayed a few minutes for the funeral.  No, this is a village scene from biblical times.  People are on foot, following the widowed mother who is following the professional mourners with their cymbals, flutes, shrieking and wailing.


It is a Palestinian village scene in Nain just a short distance from Nazareth and a day’s walk from Capernaum. Luke is the only gospel writer to tell this story of raising the widow of Nain’s son from the dead.  As the story opens, the pall bearers are carrying the body of a young man in a long wicker basket covered by a shroud for burial outside the city.   Ancient Jews buried their dead outside the city usually on the day of death or the next day.  Embalming was not practiced.


For modern, and perhaps indifferent people, the scene is dramatic enough by itself.  The dead man was the only son of his mother, and she was a widow. There is tragedy in this statement, for in a biblical times orphans such as this young man, and widows, like his mother, were regarded as vulnerable, weak and without much opportunity for economic support. For a widow to lose her son meant not only a source of great personal grief and the end of many hopes, but also the loss of material support.  Nonetheless a great crowd followed the procession indicating sympathy and support at least for the time being.


That’s drama enough--- the large crowd, but now there is more.  Jesus, who is considered a famous rabbi, approaches, apparently coming from Capernaum where he had just healed the Roman Centurion’s slave.  He saw the widowed, desolate mother, and the scripture says, “He had compassion for her and said to her, ‘Do not weep.”  Our Lord reaches out and risking ceremonial impurity touches the bier and possibly the body, and the procession halts. In the Jewish culture and particularly for a rabbi touching the dead was cause to be declared ritually unclean and to have to go through the purifying process before attending the synagogue.  Being ritually unclean would be rather like going through a decontamination process today if you had come in contact with dangerous chemicals.  Nevertheless, breaking through all of his culture’s ideas about purity, Jesus touches the bier and possible the dead body of the young man.  No wonder the procession halts.
 
Can you see the modern setting—someone halting the hearse, opening the door of the limousine, telling the widowed mother in mourning black not to weep, and then saying beside the coffin, “Young man, I say to you, arise!” Startling, indeed, and even startling enough in first century Palestine  where there was a tradition of great prophets such as Elijah and Elisha raising widow’s sons from the dead such as our passage from 1 Kings 17 today.  The society in which Jesus lived was steeped in the biblical tradition of great prophets miraculously raising people from the dead. 


And so Jesus gives the widow’s son a command to arise and the young man sat up and began to speak, and like Elijah and Elisha before Jesus, the great new prophet gave the son back to his mother.  Just as our Lord does with Jairus’ daughter and with Lazarus, brother of Martha and Mary, Jesus raises this widow of Nain’s son from the dead.


Unlike so many of the healings that Jesus performed, here in Nain no one asked for a thing.  There is no mention of anyone apart from Jesus having faith.  There is no hope for any kind of miracle, and there is no sideways anger, as when Mary and Martha tell Jesus that if he had only been present, Lazarus never would have died.


No faith, no hope, no importuning just raw human anguish and the power of God brought to bear upon it.  Freely, spontaneously, and unprovoked, Jesus does for the widow what she can not do for herself—which is embody the promise of the Gospel.  He raises her son from death to life.  We believe that he can do, if not literally at least figuratively, the same for believers today.

When out of the command of compassion, Jesus speaks—the widow’s son returns from the dead. And the citizens of Nain in particular and the world in general are given the revelation that Jesus is Lord of all—now including the dead and the unseen.  


What can this story mean for us?  Where is it in our lives that we need to be recalled from death to life?  Where do we lie stretched out on the funeral bier with the only touch and word that can make any difference being the one the Lord of life has to give us? Where are we called to arise, sit up, and begin to speak?

Perhaps our area of needing recall from death to life is in believing that we are not worthy of God’s love and care.  Or perhaps we believe we are too busy to need God.  Perhaps we are not sure even if God exists. Perhaps …… each of us can fill in our own blank or blanks as to where we need to be raised from death to life.    There are so many half truths and rationalizations that we use that I can not hope to even begin to list them.


But I do know that embedded in this story of Jesus raising the widow’s son from the dead, is the idea that all of us need the help and power that Jesus can provide, no matter who we are or how far we believe that we have drifted from the Holy One.  For, I am convinced, it is only in the unconquerable touch and word of Jesus, the minute tuning of the dial to God’s power, that any of us can make a difference. And this is the gift the Lord himself exemplifies and longs to give to us.  Only through the creative re-awakening to life in God can death be defeated. And the incredible thing is that God is waiting for us anytime and any place with open arms.  In fact, the Holy One is waiting for you, and you, and you and me right now.


Not sure about the immediacy and availability of God? Christine Wicker writes about Sister Aloysius who says this about those who lament that they are not close to God,  “God is everywhere around us,” she said.  “The angels are so close that we can’t pick up a piece of paper without brushing a dozen wings..”  She likened getting in touch with God to tuning in radio waves.  We don’t see radio waves.  We don’t hear them.  We could easily say that they don’t exist.  But all we have to do is turn the radio dial just the slightest bit and they come flooding in.”


 We too, can turn that radio knob and dial into God.  Sister Aloysius’ story can be our story.   Whenever faith is born, whenever we turn the dial, Jesus says, Arise, into a life in the mercy and forgiveness of God.” “Arise” into a life with Jesus in our hearts. “Arise” and become part of a life that will not cease when your heart stops beating, but will continue on into God’s eternity. 


Faith in Jesus does not solve all our problems.  But it does solve the biggest one of all.  When Jesus says, “Arise,” he lifts us out of our isolated separation from God and reconciles us.  He does this by suffering the punishment of sin himself, so that we can be set free by his Resurrection. 


Why does Jesus do this?  Why does the God who oversees billions of galaxies pay any attention to this all planet and our concerns, which are tiny in comparison.  The answer, says Donald Armentrout, is in today’s story:  “When the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her.”  He holds out his hand to each of us as well, and says.. “Arise!”

This story entitled “Bank Account” might give us a place to begin.   A 92-year-old, petite, well-poised and proud man, who is fully dressed each morning by eight o’clock with his hair fashionably combed and shaved perfectly.  Even though he is legally blind, he moved to a nursing home today.  His wife of 70 years recently passed away, making the move necessary.  


After many hours of waiting patiently in the lobby of the nursing home, he smiled sweetly when told his room was ready.  As he maneuvered his walker to the elevator, I provided a visual description of his tiny room, including the eyelet sheets that had been hung on his window.


“I love it!” he stated with the enthusiasm of an eight-year-old having just been presented with a new puppy.

“Mr. Jones, you haven’t seen the room; just wait.”


“That doesn’t have anything to do with it,” he replied. “Happiness is something you decide on ahead of time.  Whether I like my room or not doesn’t depend on how the furniture is arranged… it’s how I arrange my mind.  I already decided to love it.  It’s a decision I make every morning when I wake up.  I have a choice; I can spend the day in bed recounting the difficulty I have with the parts of my body that no longer work, or get out of bed and be thankful for the ones that do.  Each day is a gift, and as long as my eyes open, I’ll focus on the new day and all the happy memories I’ve stored away.. Just for this time in my life.  Old age is like a bank account.  You withdraw from what you’ve put in.  So my advice to you would be to deposit a lot of happiness in the bank account of memories.”


In today’s gospel we watch as Jesus raises the widow’s son from death to life.   We observe Jesus using the life-restoring power bestowed on him by the Father in bringing the young man back to life.  Jesus’ actions and attitudes challenge us to confront life and death with courage and strength, knowing that in God’s good gifts we find life everlasting.   Listen he holds out his hand to each of us as well and says… “Arise!”   What will you answer?

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

