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1 Kings 17:17-24; Galatians 1:11-19; Luke 7: 11-17; Psalm  30, I will praise You, O God, because You have saved me. 

On Memorial Day I was watching a documentary on Maryland Public Television  that was about Arlington National Cemetery. One thing that stood out for me during the show was a brief interview with two women. Both women were mothers who had sons killed in Afghanistan. Both boys were in their early 20’s. And the graves of these two young men were beside each other in Arlington Cemetery. The mothers, who had not known each other before, met as they were visiting the gravesites. They bonded over the deaths of their sons. And they have become close friends. Although one lives in Connecticut and one in Virginia (I seem to remember), they now talk and visit regularly, as though they had been friends for a lifetime. Which they weren’t. But the tragedy of losing their sons brought them together in their grief.


Just being present to the depth of the grief they felt in losing a son was as difficult as anything I have ever experienced on TV. And the power of their grief to take my breath away reminded me of what Freud once said about this kind of loss – The death of a child is like a period placed before the end of a sentence. The sentence should go on. You want to finish it. But a period inserts itself before the end of the sentence, and you’re stuck with breath in your lungs that you’ll never exhale, and words in your mouth that you’ll never speak. Death inserts that period before the end of your sentence, and death has the last word.


And this is exactly the kind of mother’s grief we hear about in our readings today. One widow’s child gets sick … then sicker … then stops breathing altogether. Another widow’s son is literally being carried to his grave. A period has stopped both mothers’ sentences. But Elijah the prophet lays himself in prayer on the first widow’s son; and Jesus touches the second. The young men live. And Elijah and Jesus both give them back to their mothers, so the sentences in their lives can continue.

It seems a little ironic that the widow in today’s Gospel is from a village called Nain. That word, Nain, actually means happiness or delight. And I imagine that Jesus and his friends walked into that village with delight. For they had just witnessed a miraculous healing of the centurion’s son in the village of Capernaum. Although it wasn’t in the Gospel today, you remember that in that case, the centurion sent someone to ask Jesus to heal his son. Then he sent someone else to tell Jesus that he needn’t even  bother to actually come into his house. The centurion believed that Jesus could heal his servant from afar. And Jesus did. So I imagine that those who were traveling with Jesus were in a pretty good mood over such a miraculous happening, and were more than delighted when they came upon the village of Nain – a place where they could eat, drink, rest, and maybe even get a little sleep.

But as they were walking in, a funeral procession was walking out. It must have been pretty obvious that the deceased was the only son of the widowed mother who walked alongside him – there was no spouse, there were no siblings, there was just his mother, a widow, walking alongside the coffin. And immediately, we’re told, Jesus said to her “Don’t cry.” He spoke to a woman, a stranger, a widow of no particular social value. And on top of that, Jesus put his hand on her son. Within the space of a few seconds, Jesus took on two cultural prohibitions – he talked with a strange woman and he touched a corpse. Jesus risked condemnation by the authorities because he acted from his heart, and put his heart above the Law.  

Like the two mothers in Arlington Cemetery, I imagine this widow was too beside herself with grief to even notice Jesus walking up to her. Unlike the centurion, this   widow didn’t ask Jesus for anything. But Jesus gave what he could, unsolicited, borne out of his compassion for what he understood this woman’s plight to be. He spoke words of compassion; he offered healing touch; he gave her back her sentences. 

As we reflect on the themes of life and death in our readings today, I wonder – can we do any less for one another than what Jesus did for this widow? As the hands and feet of Christ on earth, are we not called to speak words of compassion and to offer healing touch to those who are grieving? It’s easy to be afraid; it’s scary to worry about saying the wrong thing or intruding on another’s grief; it’s awkward to be in the presence of a grief so raw there are almost no words for it. But Jesus seemed willing to do that. He offered unsolicited compassion to a perfect stranger in a few words of comfort, and he offered healing through very simple touch. Are we not called to do the same for one another?  

And how do we do this? We might try to remember the words of Elizabeth Kubler-Ross. When asked about what kind of specialized training was necessary to help another in their grief, Kubler-Ross said,  “As far as service goes, it can take the form of a million things. To offer service, you don’t have to be a doctor or a nurse or a social worker. Your position in life and what you do doesn’t matter as much as how you do what you do.” We try to model the loving kindness of the Buddha, the compassion of Jesus, the heart of St. Francis, and above all, we extend ourselves in love to those whose sentences have been interrupted by death. 
Today, we sang Psalm 30. Today, we remember that over the course of our years, we will often go down to the depths … but God will always restore us to life. There will be tears during the night … but joy will come in the morning. Life will hand us sadness … but God’s goodness will always turn that sadness into a joyful dance. Our Abba God – acting through Jesus in us -- will always comfort and heal us, as we are called to comfort and heal one another. And this is never more true than when we – like  the widows in Arlington, or Sidon, or Nain – are deep in our grief.   
Not all of us will suffer the loss of a child. But we will all suffer the excruciating pain of one death or another in our own lives. It might be a spouse who leaves us too soon … a sibling we wish we could have known longer … a parent who never got to see their next grandchild … a friend we’d planned to retire with … even a dear companion animal we never thought we’d be without. Death touches each of us and stops our relationships in mid-sentence. And when that happens, we must cling to the memory of Elijah, and Jesus after him, and somehow believe that in God’s love, we will speak once again. We will finish our sentences, and with God’s grace, we will help our brothers and sisters to finish theirs.  
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