
Today is all about miracles.  We hear of several in our readings.  
The first comes when Elijah is hiding from Ahab and Jezebel.  He’s been eating food brought to him by ravens, living in a cave.  Then God tells him to go to Zarephath.  This is not a safe place for a Hebrew prophet; Zarephath is part of Jezebel’s territory.  These people are not Israelites.  In Elijah’s place, I might very well hesitate and ask for the ravens to keep coming.  But Elijah listens, and goes.

When he arrives in Zarephath, he looks for the widow God has told him about.  Now, God has told the widow to feed him, so I imagine Elijah is looking around for a well-off woman.  
But no.  
He gets there and meets a woman who is at the bottom of the barrel.  She’s gathering sticks, which means she can’t afford to buy fuel and she doesn’t have anyone to help her.  She’s the lowliest of the lowly.  But Elijah is sure she’s the one.  He asks her for bread and water.  She tells him that she doesn’t have any extra.  She has enough for one last meal for herself and her son, and then they plan to die.  She’s run out of everything.  She’s even run out of the shame that would prevent her from telling this sorry news to a stranger.  There’s nothing left.

So what does he do?  If Elijah wanted to be nice, if he had gone to seminary and learned about pastoral education, he’d be asking her about her problems.  How did things get so bad?  What might they do instead of giving up?  Who might help?  

But he’s not nice.  Instead, Elijah says “Do not be afraid.  Take care of me, and all will change for you and your son.  God will remember you.”  He challenges her to act in faith.  This is the real pastoring act.
Now it’s the widow’s turn to decide.  Should she trust this guy she just met, who probably looks like a wild man?  Should she give him some of her last food?  You might imagine that she would hold back, but she doesn’t.  In fact, there’s no reason to hold back.  This is her last meal.  It’s not like it’s lamb or succulent fruits; it’s just a little bread.  She’s expecting to die no matter what.  So why not take a chance on the crazy guy?

This is a story about two desperate people and God.  The widow is totally marginal to her society.  Without an adult male to provide for her and give her a social place, she counts for nothing.  Her son is too young to be of any help, either socially or economically.  She’s desperate.  But Elijah is also desperate.  The man of God has been hounded by enemies, has lived in hiding, and now has been kicked out of hiding by God.  He’s in the world of famine and misery again.  And God sent him to this widow.  Now he and she are staring each other in the face, and all they can see is more need.
Have you ever been in a place that felt like the bottom, only to find that things can get worse?

Have you ever been at the end of your rope, only to find that the ends are frayed and someone’s tugging on you?

Have you ever had to trust in God?  Have you ever chosen to?
That’s really the question.  We can be at some desperate end point, and still not turn to God.  Some people die without reaching out for God.  The habit of isolation or self-reliance or whatever you want to call it stops them from trusting that God might catch them if they fall.  Bitterness or fear of rejection keeps them trapped.
This widow could be like that.  If she is gathering sticks for her last meal, then she has no one on her side.  Or, if they are on her side, she hasn’t let them help.  Whether through the neglect of others or her shutting them out, this widow is alone and ready to die.

There’s a miracle in this story, but it isn’t the miracle of the meal and oil that never run out.  The miracle in this story is that this widow, who had every reason to be bitter and suspicious, trusted a stranger and fed him when she had nothing left.  The miracle is that Elijah joined with the widow in her desperation rather than ask to stay with the ravens in his cave.  The miracle is that two people who had been used to isolation joined together and found God’s love.
There are other miracles told to us today.  Jesus is on his way through a town when he meets a funeral procession.  Again, we have a widow.  Again the widow has a son.  She has lost her son, but she’s lost more than a beloved child.  Without her adult son to carry on the family fortunes and name, she is nothing.  This procession is likely the last time she will be seen in public, other than gathering sticks by the road.  Even with the Jewish law commanding mercy toward widows and orphans, this woman will become nothing.  She expects nothing more from life.
Then Jesus changes everything.  He touches the bier holding the body, which makes him unclean by Jewish law.  In one gesture he has made himself as marginal as this widow.  He didn’t have to be marginal.  He wasn’t being chased as Elijah was.  He wasn’t living in time of famine.  He is surrounded by followers, more like a rock star than a lonely prophet.  But in one move he has put himself outside the safety zone.  

He does this out of compassion.  His compassion is stronger than his allegiance to the law or the customs of his society.  He deliberately violates the norms of his society in order to take the side of this woman.  He touches the  bier holding the body.
Jesus heals this man right after healing the centurion’s slave.  He’s just shown that he doesn’t need to touch the bier to raise the son.  He healed the slave from a distance, with a word.  So why touch the bier?  Why deliberately defile himself?
This is the miracle.  Not that Jesus raised a man from the dead.  The miracle is that one human being would care so much for another that he would cross the line that divided them, the line that protected him, and join her on the wrong side.
Have you ever reached across a boundary to save another person?

Have you ever risked social disapproval to care for another, to share their stigma?

Have you ever needed another person to reach across to you?

This is way beyond writing a check.  This is bigger than a charity walk.  This is more than feeding people from across a table or a counter.  This is sitting down with the poorest of the poor.  This is listening to tales of horror and helplessness.  This is cleaning up after people who smell or talk funny.  This is facing desperate need without being able to heal like Jesus.
Because we can’t heal like Jesus, we can be tempted to turn away.  Our limited resources make us embarrassed in the face of so much need.  We may have compassion, but we don’t want to end up where those other folks are.  And we can’t heal them, so why try?

This is the lesson of Jesus touching the bier.  He knew he could bring the son to life.  But the widow needed more.  She needed more than the gesture of a great and powerful lord, even though she needed that.  She needed someone to join her side.  God was present for her, whether her son lived again or not.
When we are joined by another, everything changes.  When we join another, everything changes.   I’ve sat with homeless men and watched them open up to me and to one another.  They’re still homeless, and often they’re drinking or they have mental or emotional issues that keep them there.  But they are no longer less than human.  The difference between one homeless person alone and several people together is the difference between being a thing and being human.

Who is in your life who needs joining?  They may be a homebound parish member who needs a visit.  They may be a child who needs mentoring.  Perhaps you feel called to feed people, to smile at them and learn their names.   I’ve begun to see the concern and love with which you take care of one another.  I’ve seen people in need here, people who you could ignore but don’t.  

But perhaps you feel more like the widows yourself.  We’ve all had a time when we thought we were all alone, at the end, with nowhere to go and no one to turn to.   It can be harder to let other people help us than it is to help others.  But God can only enter into our lives where we will break open our need and let God in.  God wants to come in , but will not force us.  The widows are as crucial to God’s story as Elijah and Jesus.  If we won’t let ourselves need healing, who is Jesus supposed to heal?

God wants and needs our participation in the continuing story of salvation.  Our part is to acknowledge our need, and to trust God enough to ask for help and do what we need to do to make God welcome in our lives.  
When we say the confession later, and when we ask for intercessions, tell God your weakness.  
When we receive absolution, feel God responding to you.  These are not empty forms.  These are the way we make visible God’s healing power among us.  

Receive the miracle.  Be the miracle.  Amen.
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