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Luke 7: 11-17 
May 1, 2016 
 “An Interrupted Funeral” 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
April 15th has come and gone – and with it Benjamin Franklin’s ever memorable quote in a 
letter to Jean-Baptiste Leroy, "'In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and 
taxes."  (taken from:  http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/death-and-taxes.html) 
 
While we might find some common ground on the topic of taxes, I’m guessing if you get ten 
people in a room to talk about death that you’ll get 10 different viewpoints.   
I recently learned there are gatherings known as death cafes whereby people gather together 
and discuss their thoughts on death in a non-judging setting. 
Participants are given freedom to talk openly and honestly with regard to how they feel about 
death. 
 
The movie Patch Adams, starring Robin Williams, tells the story of a doctor who believes in 
reaching people through compassion, humor and truth.  There is a scene in which Patch is 
confronted with an obstacle – an adult male patient is dying of cancer.  This patient has scared 
all the nurses with his angry outbursts, violent episodes of throwing bed pans and worse.  After 
studying the situation, Patch makes his first attempt to enter the room of the dangerous 
patient – and he begins to read a litany of ways to refer to death… 
[9:30 a.m. – CW – show clip…] 
 
[8:15 & 11:00 a.m. – Trad. – read here…] 
He enters dressed in an angel costume extends his arms and declares, “Preview of coming 
attractions.”  Then he begins reciting the list… 
Death / To Die / To Expire / To Pass On / To Push Up Daisies / Curtains / Deceased / Demised / 
he reaches his crescendo when he calls death “God’s way of saying slow down” and then he 
pauses… 
The patient begins to show anger, points at Patch, then his demeanor changes and he says… 
“To check out”  
Then he and Patch go back and forth… 
 
[9:30 a.m. – CW – pick up here after clip…] 
I know what you might be thinking – Thanks for these joyous thoughts on this Lord’s Day! 
However, to put it in perspective you’ll need to know how my Dad responded to my question 
near the end of his life as he lay in a hospital bed – I needed to gain clarity as to the gravity of 
his situation and I asked him, “Are you dying?”  And he responded, “Lou, we’re all in the 
process of dying from the moment we take our first breath.” 
 
For some death is the one topic you never bring up and for others it is as easy to talk about as 
the weather outside the window. 
We have different ways of talking and thinking about death don’t we? 

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/death-and-taxes.html
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For all our advances in technology and as a society, the reality of life is that all things living will 
one day die. 
 
The widow of Nain encountered this reality first hand. 
She was part of the funeral procession walking with the bier which held the body of her dead 
son. 
The procession was large because people normally dropped whatever they were doing to 
follow along. 
The funeral rites of ancient Israel were surrounded by strict protocols. 
According to custom, the bereaved mother would walk in front of the bier (a stretcher) and no 
one but the closest family members would have touched the body as it was prepared for burial. 
Those in the crowd knew that just touching the bier would expose a person to a day’s worth of 
ritual uncleanness, while touching the body would make you unclean for a week. 
The grieving mother was likely alone because she had been the one to wash and prepare the 
body for burial. 
 
This procession is coming out of the city at the same time that Jesus and his entourage are 
entering the city gate.   
When Jesus saw her, ‘he had compassion for her.’  For he knew, without ever speaking directly 
with her, that in all likelihood this funeral procession meant that her own future was on the 
way out as well, since she was a widow and would have no one to support her.  And his 
compassion moved him to intervene and do something only he could do, interrupt a funeral. 
 
“Do not weep,” he said, and then, shockingly, he touched the bier and in the action exposed 
himself to the uncleanness of death. 
This Jesus is not afraid to go where others dare not go – and in so doing causes everything to go 
backwards. 
Rather than being unclean – it is Jesus’ cleanness that transfers to the corpse. 
“Young man, I say to you, rise!” Jesus commanded, and “the dead man sat up and began to 
speak.” 
 
The reaction was probably varied among the crowd. 
Some, no doubt gasped and fainted…while others might have stood wide-eyed and silent. 
Luke tells us, however, that, “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 was for the people of Nain (and by extension Luke’s readers) something more than unusual 
– it was also not unprecedented. 
Let me say that again, they knew this was not an unprecedented event, they had heard of 
something similar. 
They would have remembered the story of Elijah raising the dead son of the widow in 
Zarephath (see 1 Kings 17:7-16) and would recognize Jesus as a similarly great prophet. 
As Elijah raised the widow’s son and gave him to his mother, so Jesus brought the widow of 
Nain’s son back to life and “gave him to his mother.” 
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Death had been pushed back, the family restored, and new hope given. 
 
Raising of the dead was a prophetic sign that God’s kingdom was breaking in. 
In fact, a few verses later in this same chapter, some of John the Baptizer’s disciples saw what 
had happened, told John who in turn sent them back to ask Jesus whether he was “the one who 
is to come,” to which Jesus pointed to the evidence:  “Go and tell John what you have seen and 
heard:  the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the 
dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.” (v. 23) 
 
Does any of this sound familiar?   
Perhaps you will recall the similarities to words we heard last Sunday which Rev. Wright 
preached on from Luke 4: 16-30 when Jesus read from the scroll of Isaiah: 
“The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.   
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”  And then he declared, “Today 
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  (4: 18-21) 
When Jesus responded about a prophet not being welcome in his home town and how the 
prophet Elijah “was sent to the widow of Zarephath in Sidon.” (4:26) 
 
And while it is a sign – it is in some respects an incomplete sign. 
The dead whom Jesus raised in this life were, in fact, merely resuscitated. 
They would die again even after being given another chance at life. 
Resurrection is something quite different. 
Many in Jesus’ day believed the resurrection would happen at the end of the age when God’s 
kingdom came in its fullness. 
The healing of the widow’s son pointed to that future, however it would take an even greater 
miracle to bring it about. 
 
Luke, perhaps, wants us to read this in light of Elijah, and perhaps, Luke wants us to see it in 
light of yet another interrupted funeral story about another son and grieving, widowed mother 
who saw her son laid in a borrowed tomb, covered in spices and left to decay along with her 
hopes and the hopes of those who had followed him. 
But then the unthinkable happened – an empty tomb – a resurrected body – an eternal life. 
The resurrection to which the miracles point – like this raising of the widow’s son at Nain – had 
actually happened – however, it happened in the middle of time and not at the end as they had 
expected. 
 
God’s kingdom had come. 
Death had been defeated. 
Resurrection was now the promise for everyone who believes. 
 
From the widow of Zarephath to the widow of Nain to the widow Mary from Nazareth, these 
stories remind us that death’s power is greatly exaggerated because its ultimate defeat has 
been assured. 
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In the words of one of our Presbyterian Creeds, we believe that “in life and in death we belong 
to God.” 
 
Yet we are realists, and we acknowledge the pain of death. 
We get the phone call that someone we care about has died. 
We hear the announcement on a Sunday morning…or open the church email and learn that 
someone we have sat next to all these years has died. 
And our heart aches, the chest sighs, the tears form, and we grieve… 
 
In those moments we might wish that Jesus would stop the funeral procession, take away the 
uncleanness of death, and restore our loved ones health. 
And that’s an appropriate response. 
However, this story, might prove to give us a hope and a promise when the story doesn’t turn 
out that way. 
When the miracle doesn’t come. 
I’m not saying this makes it any easier – though perhaps it can provide some solace in an 
otherwise inconsolable moment. 
 
Perhaps the story can remind us that the permanent defeat of death is not miraculous 
resuscitation – for that only ends again in death. 
Rather the permanent defeat of death is found in the hope of resurrection – the time of which 
we can declare along with the apostle Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians – found at the top of this 
morning’s bulletin – “Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?” – the 
answer to which is in the verse which precedes this verse, 1 Corinthians 15:54, “Death has been 
swallowed up in victory.” 
 
Dwight L. Moody – the great 19th- century evangelist – in preparation to preach a funeral 
sermon searched the gospels to find a funeral sermon Jesus had preached.  He wrote about 
that search, “I hunted through the four gospels trying to find one of Christ’s funeral sermons, 
but I couldn’t find any.  I found he broke up every funeral he ever attended!  Death couldn’t 
exist where he was.  When the dead heard his voice, they sprang to life.”  (Fitt, Ema Moody.  
Day by Day with D.L. Moody.  Moody Publishers, 1977.) 
 
And while the funeral processions in our lives may not be interrupted, may we never forget that 
the risen Christ meets us on every funeral procession, reminding us that death will not have the 
last word. 
 
The good news of the gospel is that “in life and in death we belong to God.” 
 
Alleluia and Amen! 


