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1 Kings 17:17-24 

    After this the son of the woman, the mistress of the house, became ill; his illness was so severe that there was no breath left in him. [18] She then said to Elijah, "What have you against me, O man of God? You have come to me to bring my sin to remembrance, and to cause the death of my son!" [19] But he said to her, "Give me your son." He took him from her bosom, carried him up into the upper chamber where he was lodging, and laid him on his own bed. [20] He cried out to the Lord, "O Lord my God, have you brought calamity even upon the widow with whom I am staying, by killing her son?" [21] Then he stretched himself upon the child three times, and cried out to the Lord, "O Lord my God, let this child's life come into him again." [22] The Lord listened to the voice of Elijah; the life of the child came into him again, and he revived. [23] Elijah took the child, brought him down from the upper chamber into the house, and gave him to his mother; then Elijah said, "See, your son is alive." [24] So the woman said to Elijah, "Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your mouth is truth." 

Galatians 1:11-24 

    For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; [12] for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

    [13] You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. [14] I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. [15] But when God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased [16] to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being, [17] nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, but I went away at once into Arabia, and afterwards I returned to Damascus. 

    [18] Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with him fifteen days; [19] but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord's brother. [20] In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! [21] Then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia, [22] and I was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are in Christ; [23] they only heard it said, "The one who formerly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he once tried to destroy." [24] And they glorified God because of me. 

Luke 7:11-17 

    Soon afterwards he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went with him. [12] As he approached the gate of the town, a man who had died was being carried out. He was his mother's only son, and she was a widow; and with her was a large crowd from the town. [13] When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her and said to her, "Do not weep." [14] Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, "Young man, I say to you, rise!" [15] The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. [16] Fear seized all of them; and they glorified God, saying, "A great prophet has risen among us!" and "God has looked favorably on his people!" [17] This word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding country. 

Breath of Life
Last week I had the privilege of attending the Saint Paul Area Synod assembly, along with Padre Horacio and Esther Castillo from our partner church in Guatemala. The theme for the assembly was the “Cacophony of Generations,” and the keynote address by Hal Weldin of Luther Seminary focused on how we in the church are losing a generation of young people between the ages of 15 and 30. As Professor Weldin described how we in the church have lost our youth by separating them from the central life of the congregation, creating a worship environment that does not incorporate our children, youth, and young adults, and by creating a series of programs and ministries that too often segregate our youth instead of integrating them into the full life of the community. 

As I translated this powerful message for Padre Castillo, he leaned over and whispered to me, “It’s interesting to note that a country that is blessed with so many resources has some of the same challenges that we do in Guatemala.” Interesting, and sad. 

Of course, we at Augustana have done better than many congregations in keeping our young people integrated and involved, due largely to the wonderful ministry of Don Marsh and the many, many adults who participate in Lenten mentoring, who lead confirmation small groups and Kids’ Kingdom classes, helping to build relationships with our youth, but there is much, much more to be done. We need to find ways to connect with one another in even deeper ways, not just with our youth, but with everyone in this community, that we might build relationships that are truly life-giving and transformational. How do we do this? Perhaps today’s scripture passages will give us some guidance.


We read this morning how both Elijah and Jesus are confronted with situations in which a mother’s only son has died. There are some differences in the stories, in that Elijah knew this mother and son, as he had been staying with them for some time, whereas Jesus simply met the funeral procession as he was entering the town. Also, Elijah responds to the situation by praying in anguish to God for the child’s life to be restored, whereas Jesus calmly tells the young man to arise. But in both stories, a young man is lifeless, he is handed over for healing, and his breath is restored. And in both stories, the following phrase is used “and he gave him to his mother.” First Elijah and then Jesus, having given life to these young men, gave them back to their mothers.

This brings to mind a baptismal image. If you have ever seen an infant baptism at Augustana (and there will be one this morning, so you can keep your eyes open for this), you will have observed that the parents hand the infant over to the pastor for the baptism. After the water, a prayer, and a blessing, the child is handed back to the parents. As with all actions in worship, this is rich with symbolism, and as is often the case with symbols, there may be more than one way to understand it. Some might see the parents’ role as simply bringing their children to church and handing them over to be educated, to be confirmed, to be “Christianized,” and then, when we in the church are done with them, we’ll give them back. 

But there is another way to understand this, and that is that the church and the families are involved in an ongoing and intimate relationship in which our young people play a vitally important role. Surely we in the church have much to offer in this relationship, many resources and relationships that can help bring life to a young person’s faith, and give shape to their lives, but in all honesty, we only have a small part to play. The most important faith development happens outside the church, and the most important teachers of any young person are their parents. Our job as a congregation is to equip, guide, and inspire everyone who is a part of this community to engage in the life-long task of being faithful witnesses to and servants of the living God in the home, in the school, in the workplace, wherever God’s children are hurting and gasping for the breath of life.

The other common feature of the two biblical stories is that both of the young men who were brought back to life were the only sons of widows. In those times, a woman’s economic well-being largely depended on her having a man in her life, a husband or a son who could support and care for her. So, when Elijah and Jesus performed these miracles, they gave life not only to the young men, but to the mothers, as well. This is our goal in the church, and while I know that we won’t always live up to it, I hope and I pray that, as we work to transform the hearts and minds of all who seek to grow in their faith here, we will also empower folks to return to their families, their jobs, and their schools, and be agents of transformation there. 

We are called and invited to come, fill our lungs with the breath of life, and then go, not holding our breath, but letting it out, sharing that amazing gift of God’s transformational love, that it might bring life to all. In this way, all God’s children, young and old, married and single, gifted and needy, all of us can celebrate that our calling as Christians is not simply to come to church, but also to go into the world, filled with the Spirit, that life might be restored, and the world might be transformed. Thanks be to God; amen.
