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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, fill us with compassion and bring us closer to you. In 

Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 

Two sociologists were walking down the street. They saw a man lying 

unconscious and covered with cuts and bruises from a terrible mugging. 

One of the sociologists turned to the other and said, “Whoever did this 

terrible deed, really needs our help.” They’re correct, but is that what Jesus 

would have done? 

In contrast, the late Colonel Sanders (of Kentucky Fried Chicken fame) 

was on an airplane when a baby wouldn’t stop screaming, even though the 

mother and flight attendants tried everything they could think of. Finally, 

the Colonel asked if he could hold the baby. He gently rocked it to sleep. 

Later a passenger said, “We all appreciate what you did for us.” Colonel 

Sanders replied, “I didn’t do it for us, I did it for the baby.” Jesus would 

have held and rocked the baby too. 

In our gospel reading today, Jesus has only one motive when he sees 

the grieving widow from Nain. Jesus is full of compassion for her and he 

raises up her dead son by the power and love of our compassionate God. 

Soon after healing the Centurion’s servant, Jesus and the disciples and 

a large crowd travelled from Capernaum to the town of Nain, about 25 

miles southwest of Capernaum, near Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth. After a 

full day of walking, they would have arrived at Nain near the end of the 

day, a common time for funerals. And that’s what Jesus and his followers 

encountered as they approached the gate of the town. The funeral 

procession would have had several pallbearers carrying a wicker and 
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wooden bier – the platform on which the body is carried. They would have 

processed from the deceased person’s home to a burial site just outside of 

the town. The body would have been wrapped in a shroud with the face left 

exposed. This particular funeral procession was for the only son of a widow.  

A widow in biblical times had a very difficult life and she was often 

reduced to becoming a scavenger and a beggar. Bible stories often group 

together widows and orphans to represent extreme poverty and 

vulnerability. The widow of Nain had now also lost her only son. 

Without her son, the widow’s economic prospects were bleak, but as 

she wept beside the funeral bier, she grieved as any mother would grieve 

the loss of her child. The widow did not seek, or call out to, Jesus; she was 

consumed by grief. When Jesus saw her, “he had compassion for her and 

said to her ‘Do not weep.’” Jesus saw her and he spoke to her with 

compassion. But she had a lot of reasons to weep.  

John Darley and Daniel Batson decided to replicate the story of the 

Good Samaritan with seminary students. The seminary students were 

interviewed and asked why they wanted to go into ministry. There were a 

variety of responses, but the vast majority said they went into ministry to 

help people. Then they were asked to prepare a short sermon: half of them 

on the story of the Good Samaritan and the other half on other topics. 

Finally, they were told to go over to a building on campus to present their 

sermons. 

Along the way, the researchers had strategically positioned an actor to 

play the part of the man who was mugged in Jesus' story. He was slumped 

over and groaning loud enough for passersby to hear. The researchers 

hypothesized that those who said they went into ministry to help people 

and those who had just prepared a sermon on the Good Samaritan would 

be the most likely to stop and help. 
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But that wasn't the case, because of the final variable introduced by 

the researchers. Just before the students left to give their sermon, a 

researcher looked at his watch and said one of two things. To some, the 

researcher said, “You’re late. They were expecting you a few minutes ago. 

You’d better hurry.” To others, the researcher said, “You’re early. They 

aren’t expecting you for a few minutes, but why don’t you start heading 

over there?” 

Only 10% of the seminary students who were in a hurry stopped to 

help, while 63% of those who weren’t in a hurry stopped to help. In several 

cases, a seminary student going to give their sermon on the parable of the 

Good Samaritan literally stepped over the victim and hurried on their way! 

Darley and Batson concluded that it didn't matter whether someone 

wanted to help people or whether someone was preparing to preach on the 

parable of the Good Samaritan. The only thing that mattered was whether 

or not they were in a hurry. What does that mean for our society that is 

constantly in a hurry? 

Jesus never seems to be in a hurry. He tells the woman not to weep 

and then he comes forward and touches the bier and says, “‘Young man, I 

say to you rise!’ The dead man sat up and began to speak.” On seeing the 

dead man sit up and speak, the people were afraid. What they saw was 

unbelievable. They had just witnessed the miraculous compassion of God.   

A Hospice physician living in Denver, Colorado wrote about his 

experience of showing compassion to a desperate mother. He writes, “I 

was driving home from a meeting this evening about 5:00, stuck in traffic 

on Colorado Blvd., and the car started to choke and splutter and die - I 

barely managed to coast, cursing, into a gas station, glad only that I would 

not be blocking traffic and would have a somewhat warm spot to wait for 

the tow truck. It wouldn’t even turn over. Before I could make the call, I 



4 
 

saw a woman walking out of the convenience store, and it looked like she 

slipped on some ice and fell into a gas pump, so I got out to see if she was 

okay. When I got there, it looked more like she had been overcome by sobs 

than that she had fallen; she was a young woman who looked really 

haggard with dark circles under her eyes. She dropped something as I 

helped her up, and I picked it up to give it to her. It was a nickel. 

At that moment, everything came into focus for me: the crying 

woman, the ancient car crammed full of stuff with 3 kids in the back (1 in a 

car seat), and the gas pump reading $4.95. I asked her if she was okay 

and if she needed help, and she just kept saying, ‘I don’t want my kids to 

see me crying,’ so we stood on the other side of the pump from her car. 

She said she was driving to California and that things were very hard for 

her right now. So I asked, ‘And you were praying?’ That made her back 

away from me a little, but I assured her I was not a crazy person and said, 

‘God heard you, and God sent me.’ 

I took out my card and swiped it through the card reader on the pump 

so she could fill up her car completely, and while it was fueling, walked to 

the McDonald’s next door and bought two big bags of food, some gift 

certificates for more, and a big cup of coffee. She gave the food to the kids 

in the car, who attacked it like wolves, and we stood by the pump eating 

fries and talking a little. 

She told me her name, and that she lived in Kansas City. Her boyfriend 

left two months ago and she had not been able to make ends meet. She 

knew she wouldn’t have money to pay January rent, and finally in 

desperation had called her parents, with whom she had not spoken in 

about five years. They lived in California and said she could come live with 

them and try to get on her feet there. So, she packed up everything she 
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owned in the car and told the kids they were going to California for 

Christmas, but not that they were going to live there. 

I said a quick prayer with her for safety on the road. As I was walking 

over to my car, she said, ‘So, are you like an angel or something?’ This 

definitely made me cry. I said, ‘At this time of year angels are really busy, 

so sometimes God uses regular people.’” She had just witnessed the 

miraculous compassion of God. 

God made time for the Hospice physician to show compassion for this 

woman and her children, and to be a part of her miracle. Interestingly, 

when he got back in his car, it started right away and got him home with 

no problem. 

Compassion moved Jesus to miraculously raise from death the widow’s 

only son. Miracles still happen today. Sometimes, they’re once in a lifetime 

signs of God’s love for us that seem to violate the laws of nature, as we 

know them. But there are lots of other miracles that serve as everyday 

reminders of God’s love for us. We’re a part of those miracles. We’re a part 

of God’s compassionate plan. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 

 


