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1 Kings 17:17-24 & Luke 7:11-17


It’s pretty easy to hear these stories and be amazed.  Bringing the dead to life?  That’s a pretty incredible thing.  When we know more about the situations surrounding this new life, it’s even more incredible – we see that it’s more than just one person whose life was saved by these young men rising up again.


The Old Testament story you might be less familiar with.  Elijah, the great prophet, obeys God’s commands to show the whole land that the God of Israel, not the Canaanite god Baal, is in charge.  He has already declared to the king that God will strike the land with a famine.  Following God’s command, Elijah has found himself the guest at a widow’s home.  She and her son were starving, but at Elijah’s command, she cooked a little food for him – and miraculously, her flour and oil never ran out.


Elijah had already saved this widow and her son.  But then we come to today’s reading, and hear that in spite of Elijah’s presence in her home and God’s protection, the son became very ill and died.  Now, to be a widow in that time was a very dire life indeed.  Without a husband to provide for her, a woman was homeless and destitute.  She had very few options – and the options she did have were terrible, shameful ones.  For this widow, her only hope was in her son.  Her son could provide for her, take her into his house, and keep her off the street.  When her son died, in a very real way the widow died with him.

But listen what Elijah does – he confronts God with this injustice.  “O Lord my God,” he says, “have you brought calamity even upon the widow with whom I am staying, killing her son?  Let this child’s life come into him again.”  Elijah prays and pleads, and God intercedes.  God calls this boy back from the dead and commands him to rise up, returning life not only to this boy, but also to his mother.  The boy rises up, and the praises of God likewise raise to the widow’s lips: “Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your mouth is truth.”  Not only has the boy been raised from death to life, but this woman has seen faith rise up in her.


The story from today’s gospel is very similar.  Jesus and his disciples come across the funeral procession of a man who was the only son of a widow.  His death left his mother alone, so it’s not surprising that she wept and many wept alongside her, likely hoping that they would not see such a fate.  Jesus is moved, “he had compassion for her” the text says, and he spoke to the woman’s son: “young man, I say to you, rise!”  His dramatic rising from death to life actually scared all those gathered, but they were also moved to glorify God.  Jesus act of rising this young man to life raised up praises to God as well, as they all cried, “God has looked favorably upon his people!”


We hear, in these stories, of the great power of God’s word.  At Elijah’s intercession, or in Jesus’ great power, those who are dead are restored to life.  Their life grants life and hope to those they love, and we see that God does indeed protect and provide for those in need of God’s intervention.


But I think I might know what you’re thinking now – sure, God raised people from the dead then.  God doesn’t do that now.  The dead don’t rise these days.  We have all known death in powerful, life-changing ways.  Each of us have felt the loss of someone we knew – either very well or not nearly well enough – and we wish they could be back.  It doesn’t matter how much we plead or bargain, God hasn’t brought those loved ones back to us.  


While this feels frustrating, I challenge you to look deeper.  If we are only looking for times when people have fully, physically had life return to their dead bodies, then we are selling God short.  I may not have seen a dead body rise up and talk again, full of life – but I have nonetheless seen the dead come back to life.  In fact, I believe we all have seen the dead be called up, and I have seen them rise when their Savior commanded it.


We all face deaths every day – the loss of a friendship, a job ending, a sickness or injury changing our way of life, a divorce, a failure, an end to faith.  While I may not have seen a dead person be called back to life, I have seen someone who is dead inside because of loss or suffering hear the command of their God, and rise from the dead.  I believe you each have.  You were there when God called someone who was dead inside and you have watched that person rise.

Just this past week, I was with the BeFrienders as they commissioned new BeFrienders into the ministry.  I heard the stories about these people who heard the call to serve, and their service with others has breathed new life in them.  I have seen those people who receive the visits, the care, the support of this ministry – and I have watched as they, too, moved from death to life.  That ministry is so full of life, that I cannot help but be moved.

Recently, when I was wearing my collar out in public, a woman basically cornered me and poured her heart out, wondering how exactly she’s supposed to live as a Christian in the world.  As we talked about trusting God to give us the right words when it’s time to proclaim faith, or how to truly live as a follower of Christ when the pressures of society move us in another direction, I watched as her eyes moved from confusion to clarity.  She realized that she had the strength to live her faith every day.  Her Lord was calling her to rise, and she was full of life.

I think about the young people graduating this spring, and how a million options are in front of them.  I know that at some point, they will face obstacles and challenges.  They will experience failure and doubt.  They may feel like life is a mess, as if faith and hope are dead.  But I hope and pray that they will listen, and they will hear when God calls them to rise, and they too will move from death to life.


Like winter giving way to spring, we are filled with new life when God calls us to rise up.  Sisters and brothers, listen carefully.  When your Lord calls you to rise, I pray that you will let him carry you from death into life.  Do not lose hope.  Hear your Creator’s call, and RISE.
