Bible readings

English Standard Version
Old Testament

Psalm 46: 1-7

God is our refuge and strength,
a very present help in trouble.
% Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way,
though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea,
3though its waters roar and foam,
though the mountains tremble at its swelling. Selah

* There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,
the holy habitation of the Most High.
®>God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved:;
God will help her when morning dawns.
® The nations rage, the kingdoms totter;
he utters his voice, the earth melts.
"The LorbD of hosts is with us;
the God of Jacob is our fortress.

Luke 7:11-17

1 So0n afterward he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a great crowd
went with him. *? As he drew near to the gate of the town, behold, a man who had
died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, and a
considerable crowd from the town was with her. ** And when the Lord saw her, he
had compassion on her and said to her, “Do not weep.” ** Then he came up and
touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young man, | say to you,
arise.” > And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his
mother. '° Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet has
arisen among us!” and “God has visited his people!” *” And this report about him
spread through the whole of Judea and all the surrounding country.

Sermon

| am the Alpha and the Omega

At an airport, it is nice to see people waiting at the arrivals. You sense excitement,
anticipation, and then the smiles, welcome, tears of joy. It is so different in the hall of
departures: sad faces, saying goodbye, tears. For saying goodbye is a bit like dying.

Arrivals and departures. Beginnings and ends. Life is full of them. Nothing remains
forever. And this takes us to the beauty of worship. For we worship the One who
does remain forever; the One who is the constant of our lives. Worship is about Him;
about giving Him honour, reverence; about giving Him ourselves.



Our faith is not constant. It gets challenged. It is frail. We can lose it, like the
bereaved father, who said: ‘When my son, after all the medical help and the praying
and begging to God, still died, my faith also died. With losing my earthly child, I lost
my heavenly Father.’

He spoke about the mourning of both the loss of his child, and of the loss of his faith.
In Psalm 90: 10 we read,
‘The years of our life are seventy, or even by reason of strength eighty.’

We have received life from God’s hands, but there are many who don’t reach the
age of seventy or eighty or older. Some die young. Why...? Is it God’s will that some
people get old and some die young...? Sometimes it is because of the lifestyle that
people die at a younger age: drugs, alcohol, through sexually transmitted diseases,
and then of course through the conflicts in the world; the wars...

But there are situations in which people die without a reason that clarifies it. And that
raises the question: why does that happen?

A mother who lost her child said: 'l feel like tearing in pieces this story of the raising
of the widow’s son....’

But would there be anything in this story, that might comfort her?

Two processions meet. A procession of new life, in Jesus, meets a procession of
death, on its way to a grave, moving away from Nain.

There is the loud sound of weeping because of this tragedy in Nain. There was no
other way of channelling the deep sadness that was felt inside, than through loud
weeping. The boy was not only his mother’s pride and glory, he was also her life
insurance. He was going to look after her. He was going to carry her to her grave.

Why did this child have to die...? Many in Nain knew the answer to that question. Or
they thought they knew: it must have been a punishment from God, the sins of the
mother must have been transferred to the son.

That would have been the general belief. A way of thinking that was the opposite of
comfort, for the widow. But this thinking was about to meet Jesus’ heart.

According to the Jewish Law, Jesus should have joined the funeral procession,
weeping with those who weep. However, Jesus is not drawn into the lamenting. He
does something completely different: he brings the procession to a halt. It is the grief
of the mother, that makes Him do so. The widow’s grief is unbearable for Jesus. Out
of His own pain, He says: ‘Do not weep.’

It makes absolutely no sense. How can this woman not weep?

But then, Jesus does another shocking thing: He touches the dead boy! Being a
Jew, Jesus knows the consequences:

Whoever touches the dead body of any person shall be unclean seven days.
(Numbers 19:11)



However, the Son of God does touch the dead boy. It is so much more than
touching. For by doing so, He takes the taint of death upon Himself. Through this
touch, Jesus points forward to the death He was going to take upon Himself.

What Jesus does here, in the midst of death, signals what He Himself needs to go
through, before the victory over death.

Jesus’ words: ‘do not weep’, and His touching of the dead boy, come from His
refusal to accept the death of this boy. Jesus does not accept his death. He does not
accept what his death does to the boy’s mother.

The clear, straightforward initiative that Jesus takes in this story is remarkable.

To the widow and to everybody else who are with her it is all too strange and
incomprehensible what is happening. But it goes even beyond that.. This strange
man Jesus says to her son: ‘Young man | say to you, arise’.

And what follows is that the boy speaks. And then the words: Jesus gave him to his
mother.

The names of the widow, her late husband, her son...they are not given. How the
mother and the son react to what Jesus did; how they carried on with their life...we
are not told any of these details, because they are not relevant to what Jesus says
through this story: This boy died too early.

In this story, it's about who Jesus is. Jesus shows that God does not want young
people to die. When Jesus travelled through Galilee and Judah, more young people
had died, but they were not all raised from the dead by Jesus. And those whom He
raised from the dead, did die later.

Young people die, then and now. The suffering their parents go through is also
God’s suffering. In the midst of the death of these precious people, this dead boy
was raised as a sign; pointing to the Easter story where death was conquered.

That is why we have the story of the widow of Nain: to show that death has not the
last word because those whom we let go, move to where Jesus is.

That is why we can give ourselves and our loved ones into the hands of the Lord,
who is Lord of the dead and the living and who is waiting for us.

The Lord Himself has gone the way into the grave and the raising from the dead,
through God.

We cannot answer the question why young people die. But what we, in the midst of
the hurt and in the midst of that question, can believe is that God never has and
never will let us, and those whom we love, go. Neither in life nor death. He catches
us with His eternal loving hands.

That faith does not take away the grief, the pain and the loss. But it can, in the midst
of the pain, give a glimpse of the light of the peace that gives strength, to go through
that pain, with God.



The strength that enables this mother to say to her dying child:
"My child,

| have carried you in my womb,

for nine long months,

and until today,

| made sure you had everything you needed.

| cherished you,

fed you and brought you up,

but only today

| know that my word is not the last."

....and so she let him go. She let her son go, not into the darkness of death, but into
the Hands of the God who is Lord over both life and death and who says,

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.
(Revelation 22:13)

Amen.



