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Last October I spent two days in the town of Donegal in Ireland, just before heading up to 
Derry where the Children's Friendship Project Board of Directors meeting and summer reunion 
would be. The main town center with the majority of the stores and shops in Donegal is formed 
around a triangle. My first evening there, following dinner, after strolling around the triangle 
and going into some of the shops, I headed back to the hotel. But, just before crossing the street 
to the hotel, everything, all the hustle and bustle, all the life of that place came to a halt. There 
was a funeral procession coming up the street. This funeral procession wasn't like what we're 
used to seeing around here. There was only one car in it, and that was the hearse. Everyone else 
in the procession, and it was quite large, was walking. 
 
The hearse was going slow enough that everyone on foot could keep up as the followed behind.  
All dressed in black, they walked behind the hearse, probably from the deceased' home 
somewhere on the outskirts of town where the wake had been, up into the town center, covering 
two sides of the triangle and on up the hill to the Catholic church just beyond the town center 
on the other side, for the funeral. Everyone there in this busy town center stopped and stood 
still and quiet as they passed. Such is the power of death. It can bring life to a halt far beyond 
just the physical life of the deceased. 
 
So it is with this story in Luke. Which, to be quite honest, I had forgotten even existed. If you'd 
asked me who Jesus raised from the dead I would have said, “well, Lazarus, of course,” and 
thought that pretty much covered it. But, really this story is about Jesus and this woman who'd 
lost her only son, much more than it's about his raising him from the dead. The point is that his 
death meant that it was over for his mother. Just listen to the way Luke tells it. 
 
“As they approached the village gate, they met a funeral procession—a woman's only son was 
being carried out for burial. And the mother was a widow. When Jesus saw her his heart broke. 
He said to her, “Don't cry.” The point is, it was over for this woman, economically and 
sociologically and consequently psychologically. The Social Security system of the ancient 
world was for a woman to have a large family, especially sons. Women had very little 
opportunity for financial independence. Their only chance of survival was to be yoked to a 
man. This is why Luke says pointedly in telling this story, “And the mother was a widow.” The 
only two men in her life were now both gone. She was the epitome of vulnerability. It was over 
for her. Such is the power of death. 
 
Let us admit: Death takes many forms in our lives. And let us also admit that human cultures, 
ancient ones up through our own, depend on the powers of death reaching into our common 
lives. Just think about all the ways we are coerced from within and from without. Having to get 
the job with the most money because we got into the best college because we had the best SAT 
scores, because we took accelerated high school courses because our parents expected nothing 
less and taught us so growing up and filling our lives with little league and dance lessons and 
summer camp and church and all manner of busyness. And then, of course, going on to fully 
participate in a culture that largely defines itself around what can be acquired, and so 
dehumanizes neighbor and self for the sake of commodity, the bottom line. 
 
From trying to rent a U-haul truck where they will take your reservation weeks in advance, but 
the truck's not there when you need it because they won't guarantee the location because that 
would just tie up their equipment and they wouldn't be making as much, right?, to trying to get 
yard work done and on and on. Who doesn't have a story about that? Commodity. And that's 
not even to mention how whole nations worship at the altar of commodity and support that with 
violence and war.  



 
Or, maybe what we'd think of is just the coercion from within, the need to be good enough, the 
need to be loved and approved. That force can drive your life 24/7, can't it? There was an 
article in the paper just this past week about how now when people go on vacation, they don't 
really go on vacation. They don't “get away from it all” any more. Because they take their cell 
phones and their laptops with them and they do work-related things while they're “away.” 
 
Let's be honest. Is any of that really the gift of life, life as gift and grace given by our loving 
Creator to simply be lived and enjoyed and fulfilled in and by love and relationship? It is the 
reach of the power of death, and like all cultures our culture depends on it. But, here we are, 
more or less enmeshed in it. How can we break the patterns of the power of death in our lives? 
Death takes so many forms as it exercises dominion in our lives. 
 
But, listen to what Luke would say to us in this story. Jesus confronts the power of death and 
brings new life to all who are oppressed by it. “When Jesus saw her, his heart broke.” “He said 
to her, “Don't cry.” Then he broke all the purity laws and went right over to the funeral bier and 
touched the dead body! And he raises the dead son to life and “presented him,” gave him “to 
his mother. He has compassion for her! And compassion is not about boundaries and rational 
detachment, is it?! It's about confronting the powers of death whenever and wherever they are 
reaching into people's hearts and lives. 
 
Biblical scholar Walt Brueggeman calls compassion a radical threat to the numbness which is 
maintained by the powers of death at work in human cultures. He goes on to say that it's not 
“triumphant indignation” that will “undermine the world of competence and competition,” in 
which we live, but passion and compassion. You see, compassion is God at work in and 
through us. God is a God of endless compassion, and that means God is a God of life who has 
nothing to do with death! God is a God of light “in whom there is no darkness at all.” Jesus 
confronts the power of death wherever it reaches into life and gives new life to all who are 
oppressed by death's powers. And friends, here's the key in Luke's story, the key to breaking the 
powers of death in our own lives. Writing of the people there, Luke says: “They all realized 
they were in a place of holy mystery, that God was at work among them.” 
 
We live and move and have our being in a place of holy mystery. I wonder if we can hold to 
that? I mean, haven't you had enough yet of the ways the powers of death define this place in 
which we live and move? The powers call it a place of threat, a place of competition, a place of 
scarcity, an empty place needing to be filled with things we can acquire. Our trust in Jesus tells 
us we know better than that. We live and move and have our being in a place of holy mystery 
where a loving God is at work among us. And if we can take that into our being and begin to 
take even  a little of that into our life together in community and rest in that place, then so many 
wonderful things become possible. Art becomes possible, poetry, music, novels. 
 
Our neighbors become visible, neighbors in need, neighbors in joy, neighbors in solidarity with 
us, that is, the other, the neighbor as gift, rather than threat or competitor or rival. Our selves 
become content and whole rather than being divided and frantic in “productive” ways. Finally, 
there in this place of holy mystery we can recognize that God is God, not us, and we can let this 
loving God be at the center of our lives rather than our relentless and idolatrous pursuit of 
control. That's what all this means isn't it? It's why we're here. It's why that slow funeral 
procession in Donegal was headed up the hill to the church. The power of death would have its 
moments as everything halted and the weeping family and friends walked by. But, they would 
go up that hill, and in that sanctuary they would deny the power of death its victory. Because 
they would proclaim as Luke does in this story, that at the very core, at the very center and 
heart of life is the life of the One who confronts and conquers death. 
 



Even Jesus Christ, our Lord. And they would later go home and raise a glass and tell stories and 
know that they and we, all of us together live and move and have our being in a place of holy 
mystery. And God is at work among us. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


