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Soon after healing the centurion's slave, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went with him. 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. When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her and said to her, "Do not weep." Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, "Young man, I say to you, rise!" The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. 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!" This word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding country.
     -Luke 7:11-17

__________
There’s nothing like a good resurrection story to get our attention and to make us wonder about the basic facts of life and death and also about the nature of miracles.   And this morning we heard two resurrection stories: one in the reading from 1st Kings and one in Luke’s gospel.  
Even though we are in the season that follows Pentecost, the message of Easter is still alive and well as we continue to hear about people being brought back to life from the dead.  As exciting as these stories are, I can’t help but wonder how resurrection or resuscitation can happen for some people and not for others.  If it’s selective, what is it based on?
A couple of weeks ago, a 6-year old boy was going through a routine procedure at VCU’s school of dentistry.  Something went terribly wrong and he died.  A 6-year old boy died and only a complete autopsy will shed any answers on how that death occurred.  
As much as Jesus showed us and told us how God loves children, why wasn’t that little boy brought back to life?  Was he not good enough to deserve the miracle of resurrection?  Did his parents and family and friends not deserve to have him come back to life?  Had they not prayed enough, were they not thankful or penitent or even righteous enough to experience that miracle?  

In the story from 1st Kings, the prophet Elijah had been living off of the good graces of a widow in Zarephath which was a town along the Mediterranean in modern day Lebanon.  When that widow’s only son became deathly ill, she blamed Elijah for it.  “What have you against me, O man of God?” she said to him.  “You have come to me to bring my sin to remembrance, and to cause the death of my son!” (1Kings 17:18).  She thought her son’s illness was God’s payback for her sins.  
Elijah was stricken with remorse and took the anger that the widow directed at him and turned it toward God.  “Oh Lord my God, have you brought calamity even upon the widow with whom I am staying, by killing her son?” (1Kings 17:20).  Elijah then pleaded with God to bring life back into the boy’s body.  And God heard Elijah’s pleas and did just that.  Elijah then took the boy’s revived body and gave it to his mother who then realized that Elijah was indeed, God’s prophet.    
And Elijah is thought to be the forerunner of Jesus.  In fact, when Jesus took his inner circle of disciples on top of the mountain and asked them who people thought he was, the first answer was that most people thought he was either John the Baptist or Elijah.  And when Jesus was transfigured, both Moses and Elijah appeared with him.  
 So there is probably a statement or point to be made by the pairing in the lectionary of two resurrection stories involving first Elijah and then Jesus.  
And I think the point is that Elijah as the spokesman for God and Jesus as the Son of God, both represented the possibility of God’s healing power to unlikely, unsuspecting maybe even undeserving people.  And that’s good news for all of us.
But what about that 6-year old boy who died from that dental procedure?  Why wasn’t one of God’s prophets there to plead on his behalf and bring him back to life?  How do you think the mother of that boy would react to hearing either of this morning’s resurrection stories?   How do you think she would react to what must feel like God’s absolute absence in her life? Where was the good news for her?
I’m afraid if I were she I would be railing against God for allowing something so terrible to happen to one of my children.  And my faith would be exposed for how little it really is.  I would no doubt be thinking the same words the author of the 13th Psalm was bold enough to write:  
“How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? 
       How long will you hide your face from me?

2 How long shall I have perplexity in my mind, 

And grief in my heart, day after day?  

Look upon me and answer me O Lord my God;” (Psalm 13:1-3a)

Because we are human, it’s natural to attribute human reasoning to God’s actions.  I’ve heard people rationalize some of the awful things that happen to them as God’s will.  I’ve heard them say things like: God is paying me back for the sinful things I have done in my life as the widow in 1 Kings thought.  Or, God is testing my faith.  
Those explanations are things we can understand as human beings.  But God is so much more than anything we could ever understand and that has to be where faith comes in – to bridge the gap between what we know and what we can’t possibly know.  

Have you ever heard of or used the expression “the silver lining?”  It refers to the realization that a little bit of something positive has happened in the midst of something terrible and it’s based on a line that John Milton used in one of his plays (“Comus” 1634): “Was I deceiv’d, or did a sable cloud/Turn forth her silver lining on the night?”  

Weather watchers today have realized that the darkest storm clouds can have an edge or lining of light to them which makes that silver lining analogous to optimism.  Some people, the “glass is half full people” look for silver linings everywhere, while the “glass is half empty” people focus on the darkness of the storm cloud itself.  
I think the proverbial silver lining is where God’s work intersects with our lives.  It’s the silver lining of mercy and the extent to which we are aware of it is the extent to which we are open to the healing power that comes from it.  
My guess is that the mother of that 6-year-old boy couldn’t see a silver lining in what has happened to her right now if her life depended on it, but if she has faith it should help her heart eventually be open to it.    

Faith in what, though?  What can that grieving mother possibly have faith in?  Faith in what we can’t possibly understand which would be God’s unconditional love whether she can feel it now or not; or maybe God’s ability to redeem the awful situation whether she understands it now or not; or maybe God’s ability to see the big picture of life which she and we can only view through a keyhole at best.
The widows in both of this morning’s readings saw their silver linings immediately.  They didn’t have to let time give them a sense of perspective on the tragedy that befell them when their sons died.  They didn’t have to see in retrospect something that happened that could be counted as a tiny blessing – and only God knows why.  
With a litany of pleas from Elijah and a simple touch from Jesus, not only were the lives of the sons restored, but so were the lives of the widows, because society was such that a widow with no living son was as good as dead.  

I’d like to think that in thankfulness for having their lives restored, both widows went on to be blessings to other people in their communities.  But God doesn’t even require that in the silver linings he provides.  Those silver linings full of mercy are anything but selective or merit based.    
So we can rail against God for all the injustices in our lives or rationalize them so that they make sense to our limited understanding, or we can be open to and experience the silver linings that accompany every misfortune and have faith that the mercy contained in them will pull us back into the land of the living,  as the author of that 13th Psalm wrote in his ending:  
“But I put my trust in your mercy;

My heart is joyful because of your saving help.

I will sing to the Lord for he has dealt with me richly;

I will praise the Name of the Lord Most High. (Psalm 13: 5-6)  Amen.
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