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“Do justice, love kindness”
1 Kings 17:8-16 & Luke 7:11-17
I spent most of the week on Oÿahu attending the ÿAha Iki or annual meeting of our Hawaiian churches at Kalihi-Moanalua Church on Wednesday and Thursday and then the ÿAha Makua or annual meeting of all of our churches that are a part of the Hawaiÿi Conference – United Church of Christ.  

Delegates from 65 churches were in attendance at the ÿAha Makua.  There was some business that we needed to attend to but the bulk of the meeting included a keynote speaker and numerous workshops and times of worship and fellowship.

Rodger Nishioka, Associate Professor of Christian Education at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia was the keynote speaker.   Rodger was born in Honolulu and spent some growing up years at Makiki Christian Church. He has degrees from Seattle Pacific University, McCormick Theological Seminary, Austin College, and Georgia State University in Atlanta.

As impressive as his educational credentials may be what I came to appreciate about Rodger was his warmth and sense of humor.   Although I came back a bit exhausted from four days of meetings to a stack of mail, email, and messages late yesterday afternoon, I also came back exhilarated by what I had experienced.

It was that time away that reminded me of another meeting that I attended at another time over thirty years ago.  I was a young adult when I sat down next to her on the bus ride to a public demonstration in support of striking farm workers.  I do not remember her name or where she was from.

She was seventy years of age at the time that we met.  It surprised me that she was on the bus.  The term “generation gap” had become a part of popular culture and as far as I was concerned anyone over thirty who was living at the time was not to be trusted.  
Caesar Chavez was busy organizing farm workers in California.  He was calling attention to the working conditions not only for men but for women and children who were out in the fields picking grapes and lettuce and harvesting other crops.  Calls for a boycott of grapes and lettuce were a source of great consternation for the agricultural industry.  
There were those who dismissed Chavez’ work.  Others joined what had become known as the United Farm Workers Movement.
I made my own conscious decision to support the boycott.  In my youthful age I had determined that any discussion of farm workers and boycotts would be of little interest to someone who was seventy years of age.

But as I listened to her talk about her own life I came to realize that long before I was born she had spent her lifetime engaged in other struggles.   “Oh, yes,” she said without bitterness or malice as she remembered her days of public witness, “it was difficult.”  For her the farm workers movement was no different than the women’s movement or the civil rights movement.  For her, the struggle for justice for those who had been pushed to the margins of American society had become demonstrations of God’s love in action.  
I was moved by our conversation because I knew she had spent her lifetime engaged in her own faithful witness to God’s love.  Hers was a daring compassion beyond anything I had even begun to consider. 
The readings that come to us from The First Book of the Kings and The Gospel According to Luke contain two stories that reveal God’s power to heal and transform through those who show daring compassion as they minister to those condemned by others to the fringes of society.  Through Elijah and Jesus we learn what it means to show God’s love in action.
Elijah was a great prophet of Israel who lived in the 9th century BCE during the reign of King Ahab.  As a prophet of Yahweh it was expected of Elijah that he would discern what God was saying and to speak that word to the people.

Historians tell us that King Ahab was influenced by his Phoenician wife Jezebel.  He began encouraging elements of pagan worship in Israel.  Elijah found himself in a conflict with the prophets of the rain god Baal.  A question was raised:  who has the power over creation, Yahweh or Baal?
As a drought and famine fell upon Israel, Elijah proclaimed that when Israel was faithful to God, the land prospered.  When Israel was unfaithful, disaster was certain.
Perhaps aware that he had put himself into a precarious situation, Elijah flees into the desert.  It is there that God provides for his needs through a widow who comes to him from Zarephath, a center of Baal worship.

We know that in biblical times widows were without means of support and without standing in society.  Elijah, the great prophet, was hungry and when he met the woman who was a widow, he asked her for bread and water.  Though the widow had very little, she responded with what she had.
God, who has power over creation, transformed her small remaining portion into an unlimited supply of meal and oil.  Ordinary things became extraordinary.

After Elijah was fed the story of the widow took a tragic turn.  Her son on whom she must rely for support became ill and died.  Remarkably Elijah argues with God, praying for the life of her son.  “Did you cause this, God?” he asked (1 Kings 17:20) God hears Elijah and restores the child to life. 
In our reading from The Gospel According to Luke we find a parallel story.  Jesus also acts with compassion in restoring life to the son of a widow, this time a widow not of Zarephath but of Nain.
What makes both stories significant is the way in which we come to realize that Jesus and Elijah are both perceived as prophets.  Those who witness Jesus’ healing compare his action to that of Elijah saying, “A great prophet has come among us.”  (Luke 7:16; 1 Kings1 7:24)  The God at work to give life through Elijah is now at work to give life through Jesus. Both Jesus and Elijah show daring compassion by demonstrating God’s love in action.   
As dramatic the story of Jesus and the story of Elijah may be in raising the widows’ sons from the dead, the power in each story emerges out of their interaction with women who had been marginalized by the societies in which they lived.   God’s compassion extends to those who are weak and powerless.
As we consider the day of Pentecost and the gift of the Spirit that came to those who were gathered in Jerusalem in the first century, we are mindful that the gift of that same Spirit has also come to us in our own day and time.  “. . . it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and daughters shall prophesy.”  (Acts 2:27)  

Centuries ago it was another prophet – Micah – who reminded those of his day as he reminds us in our own – “What does God require of us but to love kindness, to do justice and to walk humbly with God.”  (Micah 6:8)
God sets free those who are bound.  God opens the eyes of those who are not able to see.  God lifts up those who are downtrodden.  God gives food to the hungry.  God watches over the strangers and upholds the orphan and the widow.

God executes justice.  

God calls us to do the same.  If we are to be faithful in our response to God’s call, we must struggle with what it means for us to be called as were Elijah and Jesus to a daring compassion.  (Micah 6:8)  
We are motivated not by political loyalties or ideological affiliations, but by our commitment to love kindness and to do justice.  That is what I saw in the "old woman" I sat next to on the bus that day so many years ago.
Her silver hair was a striking contrast to her frail body and skin worn with age.  Though her husband had long since died, she did not resign herself to lamenting his death.  His death did not cast a shadow on her life.  Instead, there was a glow about her that was unmistakable.  
I saw in her a hope in the God who made heaven and earth, the sea and all that is in them.  I saw in her a trust in the God who keeps faith forever.  I saw in her the God who upholds the widow.
Mahalo ia ÿoe e ke Akua!  Amen.
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