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“The Signs of Life”
Luke 7:11-17; 1 Kings 17:17-24 February 21, 2016

Last Sunday, the first Sunday of Lent, we sang the words 
of the familiar hymn:

“Lord who throughout these forty days
For us didst fast and pray,
Teach us with Thee to mourn our sins,
And close by Thee to stay.”

The forty days of Lent are an echo of the special time 
periods in the Scriptures of preparation, trial or encounter 
with God. When Noah and his family enter the ark, the 
rains last for forty days and forty nights; Moses meets with 
God on Mt. Sinai for forty days; for forty years, the children 
of Israel wander in the wilderness in a time of temptation 
and preparation; Elijah goes forty days into the wilderness 
to meet with God at Mt. Horeb. In the wilderness, Jesus 
fasts and prays for forty days.  

We have this season of Lent to spend time reflecting on 
our lives and our relationship with God. Even though we are 
enjoying a brief time of unseasonably warm weather, we know 
the cold of winter is lurking behind it. The days are short. 
The earth is resting. The ground is fallow. Lent is a season to 
contemplate the fragility of life, the sins that complicate our 
lives, the forces that press upon us, and the hope we have in 
the midst of it all. In this season, we pray that God will plow 
the fallow ground of our lives and plant the seeds of the Spirit 
that will grow into a rich harvest of faith. 

The story of Elijah lays bare the tenuous and fragile nature 
of human existence. In the days of the prophet Elijah, the 
hardships of life are represented by drought, famine and 
wilderness. Last week, we heard how Elijah was fed by 
ravens in the wilderness and then by a widow in Zarephath.  
Her generosity and God’s provision give relief, but they do 
not take away the pervasive threat of famine. Life cannot be 
taken for granted.  

Even though there is food on the table, the son of the 
woman falls ill and dies. She cries out harsh and accusing 
words to the prophet. She believes that the same man of 
God who brought food now brings death to her house.  
Elijah takes the boy and prays to God for his life. The boy’s 
life is restored. This gift of life leads the woman to exclaim 
that the word the prophet speaks is true. She believes 

what the corrupt rulers of Israel, Ahab and Jezebel, do not 
believe: God is the one who provides and preserves life. 
Her faith that Elijah speaks the truth of God sets the stage 
for his impending confrontation with the deceitful royal 
power. In a time of famine, disease and death, God gives a 
sign of life to a troubled community.  

The whole life and ministry of Jesus is also a sign of life 
for the world. Jesus said, “I came that they may have life 
and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). Jesus is on the road 
in Galilee when he encounters a funeral procession. A 
widow’s only son has died. Jesus has compassion on them 
and he commands the young man to get up. He sits up and 
begins to speak. The young man’s life is restored. The crowd 
sees this gift of life as the work of God. They exclaim, “A 
great prophet has risen among us.” They are thinking of 
Elijah.  This life giving miracle of Jesus is played out against 
the story of Elijah and the widow’s only son whom the 
prophet restores to life. In the midst of a procession to the 
grave, Jesus astonishes the people with a sign of life.  

Before we skip over unwelcome thoughts of our own 
mortality, Lent reminds us that we are all on a procession 
to the grave. We are made of the earth and to the earth we 
shall return. In his book, Being Mortal, the surgeon, Dr. 
Atul Gawande, reflects on how our society fails to deal with 
our mortality and the inevitable decline of age. Rather than 
focusing on curing the diseases that often come with old 
age and prolonging the inevitability of death, Dr. Gawande 
believes that we should focus on what it means to live 
the most meaningful life possible in the face of declining 
health. Our effort to prolong life at any cost is a denial of 
the reality of death. In many ways, his book is a search for 
signs of meaningful life even as we face death.  

Lent is a reminder that we are also on a procession to 
the resurrection of Jesus and our resurrected life in him.  
Later, at the raising of Lazarus, Jesus will say, “I am the 
resurrection and the life; those who believe in me, even 
though they die, will live; everyone who lives and believes 
in me will never die” (John 11:25, 26). We hear these words 
of promise most often when we gather at services of witness 
to the resurrection at the death of a loved one or friend. 
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We have these stories of Elijah raising the widow’s son, of 
Jesus raising another widow’s son in Nain, and the raising 
of Lazarus to give us a foretaste of the resurrection of Jesus 
and our own resurrection in him.  

These stories are signs of life. They lead us in our 
moments of greatest trouble, doubt and darkness to look 
for the signs of life that God gives to us. Yet, we do not 
often see them for what they are. Most of you are aware 
of our New Day program for children and families going 
through divorce. The ministry is the fruit of a vision of Dr. 
David Chaddock and CenterPoint Counseling Center. 
Two Tuesday evenings a month we welcome dozens of 
children, youth and custodial parents into our church for 
food, fellowship and age appropriate therapeutic groups 
to help children and adults grieve their loss and grow 
emotionally and spiritually. This past week we received 
a message from a father with a five year old son who has 
recently come to New Day. The program has become a 
refuge for the son. He told his dad he wishes he could turn 
his closet into a teleportation device so he could go in and 
end up somewhere else. Dad asked where he would go and 
he said “New Day!” New Day is a place where there are 
abundant signs of life. 

It takes faith and courage to affirm life in the face of 
senseless violence and death. For more than thirty years, 
Father Greg Boyle has led Homeboy Ministries in one of 
the toughest areas of Los Angeles. The police estimate that 
there are approximately 65,000 gang members in LA, down 
from an all time high of 90,000. Over the years Father Greg 
has interviewed, counseled, welcomed and found jobs for 
thousands of youth caught up in gang violence. Boyle says 
that nothing stops a bullet like a job. Not every case ends in 
success. A number of his boys end up in jail or die. Over the 
years, Boyle has conducted 200 funerals for gang related 
deaths. Not without criticism, financial struggles, and 
disappointing recidivism, Homeboy Ministries continues 
to offer thousands of youth and young adults a new path 
and a new life. The ministry is a sign of life in a wilderness 
of violence and death. After 30 years, Father Greg, who 
has been battling leukemia for more than ten years, is 
slowing down. He says, “I’m more balanced about it. My 
job isn’t to fix or rescue or to save…It’s to accompany, see 
people, listen to them.... I think it’s the reason I don’t burn 
out now…I’m not going to be here forever. I don’t plan 
on going anywhere, but I don’t know anybody for whom 
death is an exception”  (LA Times Nov. 4, 2015).

The church is called to be a sign of life in the winter of our 
world. Just when we think that things are at their worst, 
God surprises us with signs of life: the friend who sits with 

us in our grief; the neighbor who listens to our pain; the 
crocuses that bloom in early spring; the team that builds a 
ramp for a young mother who lost her legs in an accident; 
the youth who raise scholarship money so that kids can go 
to high school in Kenya; the church member who invites us 
to Bible study.  

Years ago, my father had a severe stroke that left him 
partially paralyzed on one side and unable to speak clearly. 
Fortunately, he was able to live fairly independently in a 
church related retirement home. Once a week a lady from 
the church came by to help him with the simple tasks he was 
unable to do for himself. Talking on the phone was difficult 
and almost impossible for him. In those days before email, 
texts and twitter, she wrote letters for him to his out of town 
children. I can only imagine how difficult it was to coax 
out of him the words and thoughts he wanted to express.   
Yet they developed a close friendship. In the winter of a 
debilitating stroke she was a God-given sign of life. 

So here we are in the midst of Lent, a time we are given 
to think about how someone else has been a sign of life to 
us and how we may be a God-given sign of life to another.


