
Luke 7:1-17 

Because I come from one culture but live in another, I sometimes think of myself as 

functioning in two parallel worlds. When I go to Poland, I take for granted what I have 

always known there and when I’m here I take for granted everything this country offers. I 

never think about it twice but simply accept it the way it is.  

And only occasionally I happen to have those surprising moments of revelation when I 

realise how different the two are. I probably spoke to you about a few differences in the 

past – for example in Poland when we say we’re leaving, we get up and go. While here 

you say you’re leaving and stay for another 20 minutes chatting about the weather and 

other things. Very puzzling for someone coming from a different culture. In Poland we 

say immediately from the beginning what our deepest problems, longings and desires are. 

While here you speak about things inconsequential and as I’m about to leave you 

suddenly say you are getting divorced or that you’ve got a terminal illness. Just a 

different approach to things. 

Recently I discovered that our eating habits are different too. I always knew that our 

breakfasts are different. You’d have toast with marmalade in the morning while we 

would have bread with ham and cheese. But the earth-shattering moment for me came 

when Kenny and I were looking for crisps one night – and we don’t do it all that often! 

We went to the aisle with crisps but couldn’t find anything we fancied so I suggested 

going to the aisle with Polish food. There was only one type of crisps there – Polish 

crisps staple. Can you guess the flavour? It wasn’t salted as your basic flavour of crisps 

would be. Ours is paprika. Never occurred to me before!! Now you know. 

I’m saying all this to show you how much we do take for granted. We do this in reading 

the Bible too. We know those stories so well that it’s difficult sometimes to see anything 

new and life-giving in them. They’re simply too familiar. That’s why today, for a change, 

I’d like to focus on the two people who have been restored in today’s stories. 

The first one is a slave of the centurion. He was the lowest of the lowest in the society. 

Slaves didn’t have rights, influence or status. They lived off their master’s kindness – or 

lack of it. They didn’t have a place in the society as human beings, they were outsiders. 

One way a slave could prove his worth was through hard labour. When he or she fell ill 

though, they had no use and therefore no worth anymore. They didn’t count in any way.  

This particular slave was lucky. His master was kind and considerate and actually cared 

about his slave who he ‘valued highly’. Now we don’t know whether he valued him 

highly for the value for money he represented or because he was fond of this particular 

slave. It doesn’t matter though as what’s important is that he cared enough to go to Jesus. 

Why did he go to Jesus? We must remember that all this happens in Capernaum. This 

was the town which saw many healings by Jesus: of an unclean man in the synagogue, 

Simon’s mother-in-law and many others. Whenever Jesus turned up in town, there were 

more healings. The centurion knew it so he decided to ask for healing for his slave.  



What happens next is staggering. The whole community is galvanised by this one slave’s 

illness. His master wants to help and so asks his Jewish friends for intervention, then 

sends another group of friends to speak to Jesus again. Across the national, religious and 

societal divides the whole community works towards the healing of the least of these. 

Let’s hold this thought in mind as we look at the second healing. 

Jesus then goes to Nain with his procession of life. In it there’s Jesus, his disciples and 

the crowd his healing of the slave drew. They celebrate and rejoice. 

They then come across another procession – a procession of death. A young man died 

and was being taken for burial. 

In Sermons from Seattle we read: ‘the burial procedures of the first century Palestine did 

not bury people in wooden or metal boxes. In all probability, this was a rope or hemp 

sling, like a hammock, and people were carrying the body in that hemp sling.’
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What’s obvious in this image is the suffering. The suffering made even greater for the 

fact that the boy’s mother had already lost her husband (she is a widow) and now she lost 

her only son. She’s on her own, having lost all closest and dearest to her. But what this 

means – which we might not realise immediately – is that there is no financial security 

for her. Women in Jesus’ time didn’t exist – very much like slaves – without a male 

caring for them – either the father, brother, husband or son. She was left on her own. 

Poverty was looming. There was no hope, no security blanket. She will stop existing for 

the society around her. She will have no status. 

Jesus knows all this and takes pity on her. He raises her son from the dead and in so 

doing – he restores her to the community. Through his raising from the dead she is given 

life. In this story no one asked on her behalf but Jesus saw her and her need and acted 

with compassion. In her commentary on this passage Michal Beth Dinkler writes: 

‘Compassion arises when life meets death, when hope and suffering come together.’
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What we take for granted is that our society is primarily focussed on the individual – 

what’s good for me – while Jesus’ society was all about community. In very literal, 

physical and tangible ways one did not exist outside of community, on their own. Maybe 

today’s challenge is to remember that we are all interconnected, that we were created for 

community and for communion – with God and one another. Restoring others to 

community – especially those who can’t do it themselves: the weakest, the powerless, the 

vulnerable – is the greatest gift one can give to another. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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