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7 After Jesus finished presenting all his words among the people, he entered 
Capernaum. 2 A centurion had a servant who was very important to him, but the servant 
was ill and about to die. 3 When the centurion heard about Jesus, he sent some Jewish 
elders to Jesus to ask him to come and heal his servant. 4 When they came to Jesus, they 
earnestly pleaded with Jesus. “He deserves to have you do this for him,” they said. 5 “He 
loves our people and he built our synagogue for us.” 
6 Jesus went with them. He had almost reached the house when the centurion sent 
friends to say to Jesus, “Lord, don’t be bothered. I don’t deserve to have you come under 
my roof. 7 In fact, I didn’t even consider myself worthy to come to you. Just say the word 
and my servant will be healed. 8 I’m also a man appointed under authority, with soldiers 
under me. I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to 
my servant, ‘Do this,’ and the servant does it.” 
9 When Jesus heard these words, he was impressed with the centurion. He turned to the 
crowd following him and said, “I tell you, even in Israel I haven’t found faith like this.” 
10 When the centurion’s friends returned to his house, they found the servant restored 
to health. 
11 A little later Jesus went to a city called Nain. His disciples and a great crowd traveled 
with him. 12 As he approached the city gate, a dead man was being carried out. He was 
his mother’s only son, and she was a widow. A large crowd from the city was with her. 13 
When he saw her, the Lord had compassion for her and said, “Don’t cry.” 14 He stepped 
forward and touched the stretcher on which the dead man was being carried. Those 
carrying him stood still. Jesus said, “Young man, I say to you, get up.” 15 The dead man 
sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. 
16 Awestruck, everyone praised God. “A great prophet has appeared among us,” they 
said. “God has come to help his people.” 17 This news about Jesus spread throughout 
Judea and the surrounding region.    -Common English Bible 

For the past few weeks I’ve encouraged the younger church, and all of us really, in 

overhearing, to focus closely on Jesus in the stories we’re reading from Luke, to pay 

attention to what he is saying and doing so we have a better understanding of what it 

might mean to follow him.  As I suggested to the younger church, we might imagine it as 

zooming in with a telephoto lens, to get a close up of Jesus.  I also want to encourage us 

to zoom out on occasion to catch the breadth the kingdom Jesus came to establish. 

For a number of years, many years ago, I was the pastor participant in an annual 

presbytery wide youth mission trip to Delaware.  Every year a large group of senior 

highs from upstate New York would give a week of their summer to work on emergency 

home repair for those in desperate need— fixing roofs, building access ramps, that sort 
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of thing.  One of the years, I was asked to serve as the official photographer for the 

week.  I am only slightly more qualified for this job than I am for roof repair, but I 

certainly preferred to be able to ride around in an air conditioned vehicle and jump out 

at all the sites taking pictures of beautiful people doing beautiful work.  Some of the best 

pictures I got were extreme close ups of brilliant smiles, thoughtful contemplation, 

sweaty labor.  My other job that week was nightly worship leadership and by the last 

night I was able to bring a powerful witness to a group of teenagers who  felt all the 

awkwardness and insecurity that adolescence brings, a message that they, each and 

every one of them, are absolutely beautiful, fearfully and wonderfully made, and that no 

one should ever let them doubt that.   

Perhaps there are times you have zoomed in on a scene and caught its beauty.  

Perhaps there are times you have zoomed out and had your breath taken by the view.  

Let’s try to do this with Jesus for the next several weeks, as we prepare for and enter into 

the season of Lent. 

So today’s story is actually two stories. When we zoom in on Jesus in both of these 

stories, another significant character comes into view.  And these two characters could 

not be more different from one another— one,  a man, a powerful Roman soldier, 

evidently wealthy and in command of many, a member of Israel’s occupying force, a 

Gentile, an outsider to the chosen community of Israel; the other, a woman, a poor 

widow who has now lost her only son, her last access to resources and standing, her last 

tie to security, a Jewish woman, a disempowered member of the chosen people.  There’s 

another difference between them— zoom in, can you see it?  He asks for what he needs.  

She does not.  What they have in common is a situation of need— a servant near death; a 

son who has died.  Her situation seems more dire, but both stood in need.   

And when we look closely at Jesus in relation to these two different characters, we 

see that Jesus meets their needs— even though the Roman centurion says he’s 

unworthy; even though the widow wouldn’t, couldn’t dare to ask.  In the case of the 

centurion, Jesus acts to heal his servant because he is so impressed by the centurion’s 

faith.  In the case of the widow, Jesus acts to raise her son because of the compassion he 
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felt when he came across a woman so deeply grieved.  By zooming in we see then that 

Jesus appreciates deep trust in God and that Jesus suffers with those who suffer.  

Now there’s something about the way that the story is written that might make us 

doubt his compassion.  Jesus tells the widow not to cry.  That’s terrible pastoral care.  Of 

course she should cry, she has lost everything, and now she is walking behind the dead 

body of her only son.  And the next thing he says is pure crazy talk— he tells the dead 

man to get up.  These words probably stung the widow too. We can give Jesus a pass on 

his apparent insensitivity because he acted to give the woman a reason not to cry, and by 

the power of a word he brought her dead son back.   So this is some of what we see when 

we zoom in… the power in Jesus to heal and to raise.   

Let’s zoom out just a bit… did you notice that there are two crowds, particularly in 

the second story?  One a large crowd following Jesus— not just his apostles, but a whole 

host of other disciples.  These are following Jesus because of His ministry of life.  They 

are full of hope and joy.  In the second story there is another crowd following the widow 

and her dead son.  They are following her to accompany her in the wake of a tragic 

death.  They are mournful, full of sorrow.  And when these crowds meet, and all together 

witness the miracle Jesus works, they are all brought to a place of hope and joy… and 

the Bible suggests there was fear as well.  Awe, reverence, fear for they knew they were 

in the presence of God.  They declare Jesus a great prophet— for he has just in two 

subsequent incidences acted just like stories told of the great prophets Elijah and Elisha 

of old.   

If we zoom out further, to keep both stories and all the characters therein in view, 

what I want you to begin to glimpse is the breadth of Jesus’ kingdom, and the wide 

reach of God’s healing mercy through Jesus.  The oppressor and the oppressed.  

Outsider and insider.  The rich and the poor.  Men and women.  Those able to ask for 

what they need and those so broken with despair they can’t.   

Part of why we need to focus on Jesus is because he constantly beckons, “Follow 

me.”— We need to focus on Jesus because we are his body given and shared for the life 

of the world.  Today we reflect on the past year of ministry at St. A’s, a year like none 

before.  I hope you’ll use your mind’s eye to zoom in on the ministries of our 
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congregation, and consider how we’re doing in the work of following Jesus.  Are we 

exercising compassion?  Are we bringing life?  Are we reaching out with healing mercy? 

I hope, in our prayer time, that you’ll name ways that we are and ways that we might 

yet.  Because we can and we must continue Jesus’ ministry.  Thomas Merton once said, 

“Our job is to love others without stopping to inquire whether or not they are worthy.”  

That’s what we saw when we zoomed in on Jesus.  Let that be what our community sees 

when they zoom in on us.  

Source cited in this sermon: 
Thomas Merton quote from Letter to Dorothy Day, quoted in Catholic Voices in a World 

on Fire (2005) by Stephen Hand, p. 180. 
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