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Introduction: 
Last week we talked about surprises from God. Today, really, is no different. On a day we celebrate new life, we hear two stories of death. Of course, both stories brought new life to old widows. Maybe they were old?
But, there was lots of newness in these stories as well.

Both stores strike at the root of one of the great sins of Israel.

The Israelites saw themselves as the perfect people. The people of the promise “that once they were slaves and now they are free” living in the promised land. 
In the first story is the prophet Elijah being told to go outside of the Promised Land, to Zarephath and live with a widow. But what is all this about?

King Ahab was the most wicked of all Israel’s kings. God sends a famine on the land for both Ahab and the nation to nudge Israel to turn back to following God. Elijah has just told Ahab, that there would be no rain until I say so. Then he leaves the country and hides from Ahab, living with the widow and her young son in the country of Sidon.

She is gathering sticks to prepare their last meal, when he shows up. First, he asks for water. That would be a normal request of a traveler. However, it is not a normal request of a Jew from Israel in a foreign land. Remember that all non Jews were considered “Dogs” by the Jews. She and her country are also suffering from the famine. She knows this man to be a Jew. The he asks for a cake and fix it first before you fix your own meal. But, he also explains what Israel’s God will do. Your flour and your oil will not run out until the famine is over.

My hunch is that she grudgingly made the bread, thinking, this is a trick, and she had already eaten her last meal. There will not be enough for 3 meals. But, to the amazement and surprise of the widow; there was and endless supply throughout the famine. 
But, now a new problem arises. The widow’s only son gets sick  and sicker until he is not breathing any more. We have heard the story. Elijah prays over the boy and he returns to life. 

Can we understand it or explain how this happened? No, but we can thank God it did and the story is shared to this day. Once again we are surprised. Here was a story of God caring about a non-Jew in preference to those in Israel. A surprise and newness of life and faith are all given to a widow in Sidon. God has turned to outsiders and not the internal faithful in Israel.
Now, we come to the story of Jesus and his followers coming near the town of Nain. Jesus is full of life and his followers certainly must have thrived on some of that new fresh energy and freedom they sensed in his life and teachings. But, coming toward them is another band of people. A funeral procession is coming with the body of a young man.  His death has now left his mother, a widow, with no means of support. This is death with a capital “D”. A man has died. But a widow with no support is probably more tragic than a death. 
The two groups meet in the middle of the road. One group is of life and health. The other group is full of death, hopelessness and despair.

Jesus does the unthinkable. He makes a point of touching the dead remains. What makes this so remarkable is the breaking of the purity code of the Jews. He could no longer enter the next town until he is purified by a priest and a process of ceremonial cleansing must happen. There is no action that takes place among the mourners and the widow. Jesus simply through his compassion, brings the man back to life. Every one present is stunned by this awesome event. Life has conquered death for both the son and the mother. She now has a future. She now has hope. She now is full of  joy and celebration.
But, what about those at the back of both bands of people?  Maybe they could not see or know what is happening. 

Here is God at work, but it is against the institutional organized religious traditions of the day. Did these mourners know this or realize what this meant to established religion of the day?  I really doubt it, and they do not care. The son was alive and life was also returned to the widow. She was going to starve to death now that she had no support from her son. Two lives were saved and whole community can celebrate.
Conclusion:

Today, we celebrate new life. A life with a name- Lia. But, could it be that we are going through a famine of faith, so we do not turn to be feed what is life giving? Could we be the ones at the back of the crowd, and not see or hear or understand the life giving goodness of  Jesus’ good news? Could it be that we, who are the insiders to the faith, are unaware or overlooking the joy and blessings that are being given to those who are the outsiders?
Last week I gave the congregation some home work. I suggested we all look  for some “folks who normally would be considered outsiders, yet what they did or said struck you as being faithful to God.”

This week, because of this baptism, I want you to look for families and see how God’s love is at work in their relationships to each other. Again, this may have nothing to do with how religious these folks are, but how love is seen and shared with each other?
Thanks be to God for the love we have for little babies. Now, may our love be shared with all others as well!
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