He Had Compassion on Her

June 3, 2010

Old Testament:

1st Kings 17: 17-24

Psalm:


Psalm 30, verses 1-6 and 12-13

Epistle:


Galatians 1: 11-24

Gospel:


Luke 7: 11-17

While we were in North Carolina, this happened. One evening Nancy and I went to town and had a date. We ate dinner in downtown Waynesville (downtown is all of three blocks on Main Street). After dinner, we strolled down Main Street and window shopped. We had a date night. We stopped by Wal-Mart on the way back to our cabin to pick up some groceries. Upon leaving, we were approached by a woman pleading for food for her children. She was asking everyone she could as each person left the store. In this modern world, the question arose, was this a ploy, a rouse or was this an honest, desperate plea for help? Were there agencies in town that could help her more than we could? Was she a desperate mother or just a creative, artful panhandler? I had compassion for her, but I failed to act. I said that I couldn’t help her. I have been praying for her since that encounter in the Waynesville parking lot.  I am praying that the Lord will provide for her needs and that he will forgive me for not acting. Just because I wear the yoke of Christ, funny collars, doesn’t make me immune to questions of faith and failures to act. The verse in today’s psalm rings true for me. Psalm 30: verse 5 reads, “For his anger is but for a moment and his favor is for a lifetime”.
The Lord’s compassion and new life are the themes of today’s lessons. In both our Old Testament and Gospel, we hear the recounting of Elijah and Jesus raising widow’s sons from death. They are remarkably similar. 

The Lord instructs Elijah to a town named Zarephath where he will meet a widow. He asked her for some bread and water. This may be the last morsels of flour and oil that the woman possesses. Elijah eats the cake and tells her to fear not. The Lord will not allow your jar of flour or your jug of oil to go empty. She recognizes that Elijah is a man of God and invites him into her household. She is probably poor since she is a widow and she has only one son. Now we hear the rest of the story.

Her only son becomes ill and dies. The woman’s world has just collapsed. She has lost her husband and her only child. We can only image what emotions she was feeling. On top of this she knew that her economic world collapsed as well. Women typically did not earn a living. The men of the household were the bread winners and the providers. She faced sure poverty. Her only ways to fend off starvation was begging, living off of charity or prostitution. Either way, her life was suddenly very lonely and very bleak. Perhaps, the woman in Waynesville faced a similar fate as did the woman in Zarephath. Elijah had compassion, took the body of the boy to his room. After praying to God the boy was revived and Elijah returned him to his mother. God intervened. Compassion ruled the day and the Lord created new life.
In our Gospel reading from Luke, Jesus travels to a town named Nain. There he encounters a funeral procession. A widow is burying her only child, a son. Her life is as bleak as the woman in Zarephath. Her friends were with her, but her prospects in the future are the same as the woman that Elijah encountered. Like Elijah, Jesus had compassion. He risked religious ridicule by touching the coffin. If you touched a dead body, you were unclean and unworthy to worship God. The coffin was close enough to the dead son to qualify as unclean. He stopped the procession and spoke, “Young man, I say to you, arise”. Just with the power of his voice and just with the power of his spirit, the boy was brought back to life – a new life.

We serve a compassionate God. Jesus again acted out of his compassion for the woman who now was alone. Compassion and love certainly was and is a cornerstone of Jesus’ new way and the new church which succeeded the Apostolic Age. Compassion is what we should be about. Our world has siphoned off compassion and substituted pride, power and greed.  Let’s reverse this trend.
Jesus acted out of bravery. He ignored the religious and political authorities of his time. He stopped a funeral procession and dared to touch a coffin with a dead body inside. Much like his touching a leper, it was more important to heal a body and touch a soul than to conform to human morays. God’s law overrules social morays. We need to be bold in our faith risking ridicule and condemnation. Do we feed the poor? Do we travel to foreign countries, not to protest injustice, but to help other people, the fellow children of God? Do we treat everyone with compassion, even others of different races, religions (Muslims) or different political view points? Our nation is more polarized since the 1960’s. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the sons and daughters of God”.
More importantly, do we ask Jesus into our own hearts? Do we ask him to touch us so we can touch others with compassion? I need him to touch the deadness of my heart and make it whole again. There is doubt and fear in each of us. Fear and doubt are dead spots on our hearts. They hinder us from acting as Jesus acted. Jesus needs to touch the deadness in our hearts and revive our souls. This is new life in Christ.  Just imagine what we can do as an army of Jesus Christ going out to touch souls, to spread his word, to be compassionate.
Just imagine the possibilities!!  We have started to dream. But what else can we accomplish?  Imagine Boldness as Jesus did. Imagine compassion as Jesus said, “Do Not Weep.”  

Jesus is standing nearby. Ask him to touch the deadness in our hearts and create a new life, one that is centered on love and compassion. So the next time a desperate woman pleading for mercy will be heard and I will act as Christ did.

Amen.

