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Jesus Sees Women:
An Adult Lenten Study

‘ The Woman Who Lost Everything

Introduction to the Study

Throughout his life and ministry, raised and Ligi

portant and unnoticeable, Jesus surprised
offended—in his interactions with

to, befriended, ate and celebrated

raised suspicions, dis-
ut him and his followers
living in and oppressed by patri-

Jesus’ time to today, continue to

movement that emerged from his life,
ministry, death, and resurrection.

Many Gospel stories about women and Jesus’
encounters with them resemble life for marginalized
women in parts of Africa and other places in the world
today. Our experiences with some of these women
while we have been teaching and serving in the African

countries of Tanzania and Madagascar have changed
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e see women, their lives, and the impacts society
lay. them. Our understanding of Jesus’ relationship
to women has changed. Throughout this study, you will
find comments on the ways the Gospel stories relate to
and resonate with the lives of women who continue to
find Jesus’ good news attractive and life giving.

In her essay “Upstream,” American poet Mary Oli-
ver wrote: “Attention is the beginning of devotion.” In
this study, we will pay close attention to six Gospel sto-
ries in which Jesus paid attention to and saw women.
The Gospel writers chose not to include the names of
these women, if they even knew them. Although the
women are nameless in the text, the attention Jesus paid
to them, his compassion for them, and his recognition
of their inherent value is instructive to us as disciples.
By studying how Jesus saw these women, we can pay

better attention to both women and Jesus. Attention is a

form of devotion, especially in this holy season.

The Woman Who Lost Everything
(Luke 7:11-17)

We begin our Lenten journey traveling through Galilee
with Jesus when he had a seemingly chance encounter

with a woman engulfed with grief and loss and facing
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a very perilous future. Because Jesus saw her and had

compassion for her, her life was transformed.

completed. She had been rendered homeless by the
deaths of her husband and then of her son. Without a

male relative to offer her housing, she no

His approach with women raised
suspicions, disgusted and offended,
and put him and his followers at risk.

longer had a home. Women in this situa-
tion had limited options. Widows without
a son, or whose sons had died, struggled
for ways to survive. If they lacked a mar-
ketable skill, they could resort to begging,

Jesus and his disciples came to the small town of
Nain, and they were traveling with a large crowd. While
the group was still outside the town, they met another
large group taking part in a funeral procession. A dead
man prepared for burial was being carried out of the
town gate on a bier. The man’s mother followed with a
crowd of mourners. Luke notes that the dead man was
his mother’s only son and that she was a widow.

Women of any era would be consumed with grief,
having lost both husband and son. If we knew a woman
who had suffered such great loss in our time, we might
develop a calendar with meal deliveries scheduled and
noted times when members and pastors could visit. We
might add the grieving widow and mother to the co

gregation’s prayer list. We would look for opportuni-

gation was standing with her in this very di

But the woman of Nain was in a
ation than a grieving wife and 1
as hard as it is to go on aftg
she walked with the cro
already buried her husba

time did not own prop-

erit. The widow of Nain

”their son, whom Luke tells us was the
only son of the family, would have inherited the home.
We can presume that the son granted his mother a place
to live in the house he owned. After both men died, the
home in which she had lived would go to those who
had the right of inheritance.

The widow of Nain, walking with the crowd to bury

her son, had nowhere to go after the services were

or they could become prostitutes. Many

such women became ill from the strain of Wgverty and

homelessness, and many died soo male
relative was buried.
So as she walked to the cg

bury her son, the widow, of

crowd to
hat her future

was bleak. Everyone wa er knew it too.

g
Then Jesus saw h
Luke 7:13 tells en) the Lord saw her, he had

g her not to weep, Jesus

the pallbearers stopped. “And

I say to you, rise!” The dead man

e four stories of individual dead persons
back to life in the Gospels: this story, the rais-
of Jairus’s daughter, the raising of Lazarus, and
the resurrection of Jesus. Each story is unique, and for
those that appear in more than one Gospel, each Gospel
writer tells the story differently.

This resurrection is different from the others, as this
is the only resurrection that happens because of the
life, and sure and certain impending death, of another
person. Jesus had compassion on the widow of Nain,
and when he raised her son to life, Jesus gave him to
his mother. Jesus performed this miracle because of the
compassion he had for the man’s mother. She needed
her son in order to go on living—without his life, her
life would be over. Jesus saw this, and so he returned
her son to life so that she could also live on. Jesus
restored her life.

It is not that Jesus gave her son back to her or returned
her son to her. The man, her son, was never hers. In
Jesus’ time, a woman’s children were not her own. The
children of a couple, like all property, belonged to the
father. This is what made divorce so ruinous to women.
Divorce, almost always initiated by men, resulted in

devastating levels of loss for a woman. A divorced
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woman lost a place to live, and if her father was not
willing to take her back, she became homeless. On top
of this, divorced mothers lost their children as well.

So in saying “Jesus gave him to his mother,” Luke
stated something new. In this text, Jesus challenged
and reversed, morally at least, the patriarchal system
of laws regarding women and their children. From this
point forward, the man, the son of the woman, who
was not hers but her husband’s—that son was now her
son, according to Jesus. Her relationship with her son
would be transformed from a very limited bond to one
that was life giving. Through this newly defined rela-
tionship, the son still belonged to his mother.

Finally, it is important to note the reaction of those
who saw what had taken place. Witnesses are those
who see and who give testimony of what they have
seen. Luke shares that their first reaction to the miracle
of resurrection was fear, great fear, which seized them
(v. 16). Their second reaction was to glorify God and
to testify to what they had seen throughout Judea and
in all its neighboring regions. To see, for the witnesses,
was both to become very afraid and to tell others. Jesus
saw the woman and the situation that imperiled he
His actions led to others seeing her and sharing the

good news about Jesus.

The Community Learns and
Changes When Jesus Sees

much that has happened that has been left out, things
the author might assume that we know. From what

remains, we can draw some conclusions.

* A daily distribution of food, supported through
the common sharing of possessions (Acts 4:32—
37), began very early in the movement’s life—be-
fore this story happened. This was one strategy
through which the early Christian community in

Jerusalem ensured that there were

ple in the community (Acts 4:34).

food. The community ¢ i&ciples realized

from its inceptionghat ere oppressed

and poor. Car ad become a signifi-
thi®movement, important

ded in Luke’s account of

1d not fit around one or two tables—they
many, and it would take a number of people

0 organize the work needed to serve them. We
can say, then, that widows were attracted to this
new movement in large numbers.

Aclear and direct line can be drawn between the story
in Luke 7 of the raising of the son of the widow of Nain
and the story in Acts 6 of decision-making processes
about how to deal with and resolve conflicts about food
distribution for widows. When Jesus saw the grieving
and homeless widow of Nain, a widowed woman had
very little support from society. This shifted signifi-

rch, emerged. We

rememberthigtory primarily because
itincludes the first mention of Stephen,
the first Christian martyr. From this

story describing the earliest days of the

In Acts 6, there is a story of widows
receiving food from the community. This
was not part of religious practice before
this new movement, which would come
to be called the church, emerged.

church, we learn about how widows
were seen within this new movement.
As it happens with some other stories in Scripture, we

seem to be entering the narrative midstream—there is

cantly, and widows received a lot of support from the

early Christian community, in which feeding widows
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was a daily part of the work of the church. When Jesus
saw someone, the community of his followers learned
to see them as well. They came to see people who were
previously invisible and to act with compassion for

those whom they saw.

Life for Widows in Tanzania

The story of the widow of Nain sounds familiar
notes here in Tanzania. Widows are among the most
oppressed and at-risk people in Tanzanian society. Tan-
zanian state law gives women the right to inherit from
their husbands upon their deaths. However, this law is
not often enforced, particularly in the rural areas that
make up the majority of the nation’s land.

Where the law might impede taking land from a
widow, oppressive cultural understandings of women
can be brought to bear. One of these is to find a way to
ensure that the community sees a widow as bad or dis-
honorable. Widows in Tanzania are regularly accused
of responsibility in their husbands” deaths. Sometimes
this is coupled with the charge that the widow is a witch
who cursed her husband. In other cases, the widow of
a man who died from AIDS is whispered to be the on
who gave him the fatal disease. In all these situations,

widows are in mortal peril, as people in the co

-laws. Sometimes
the children are also taken, by families with

means. In other case

For wome

where inherita njust or is not enforced, the

story gfffestis seeifg and paying attention to a widow in

her pl e ith awe at the power of God to give

life. This story of Jesus’ resurrection power gives hope
today to widows around the world.

Who Would Jesus See Today?
Who Do We See?

Even if we could go back in time to look deeply into the
town of Nain, we might not see anything worth noticing,
nor anything that would draw us to pay attention. When
Jesus visited, Nain was a very small town, with little to
recommend it. Modern-day Nain, the place

archaeologists understand to be the
the ancient town where a woma
band and her son once lived, i
not attract many visitors gr tot

nd t

widow, nor paid attention, at all.
r one widow, Jesus’ simple act of seeing her clearly
and responding with assistance—this made all the differ-
ence. Reflecting on this story can move us to ask: Who is
Jesus calling us to see today? Where are we being asked
to pay attention? Who needs the gift of our seeing them,
and how can our seeing give the gift of life?

Cynthia Holder Rich and Mark Rich are on the Theology
Faculty at Tumaini University, Makumira, Arusha, Tanzania.
Cynthia is a Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) minister, and
Mark is ordained in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America. Previously, they have served in pastoral ministry
in the United States and through theological education in the
United States and Madagascar.
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LEADER’S GUIDE
Session 1

An Adult Lenten Stud

‘ The Woman Who Lost Everything

Goal for the Session

deftt and this Leader’s

iler what adapta-

does not assume adults have received

e Participant Handout prior to meet-
ing. Time will be used during the session for
participants to read specific sections and discuss
them. Encourage participants to read the handout
in its entirety during the week.

* Before participants arrive, write the Mary Oliver
quote, “Attention is the beginning of devotion,”

Session at a Glance
OPENING

® Prayer
e Attention, the beginning of devotion

EXPLORING

¢ Retelling the story
* Learning and changing

RESPONDING

¢ Reflection: Who would Jesus see today?

CLOSING

* New insights

® Prayer

on the board or newsprint and place it in a
location that will be easy for all participants

to see upon arrival.
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Materials Needed some of the examples of how attention led to devotion.

« Board or newsprint If anyone would like to share with the larger group,

e Markers
¢ Bibles

* Copies of the Participant Handout for this session

invite them to do so.
Explain that in this Lenten series, the group will
explore how Jesus’ attention to women demonstrated

. o . his devotion to them as beloved children of God, thereby
* Copies of the Participant Handout for session 2 ] .
P disrupting the cultural norms of the day. Oppressed by

e Pens
patriarchal systems, from Jesus’ time to today, women

¢ Paper .
continue to be drawn to the good news of Jesus. In

* Jar or basket , . . .
today’s session, we will look specifically afflaow Jesus

Teaching Tlp treatment of a widow in Luke 7 mi

h h hi o B for our communities today.
Throughout this session, “widows” are referred to as a

category of persons. Be sensitive to the fact that there Exploring (25 minu

may be some individuals in your group who have lost

3. Retelling the Stor

Have participant
tion of the Parti

a spouse and for whom this term is not just a category 4th
winutes to read the sec-

but a very personal part of his or her identity. These
out titled “The Woman

participants may have unique insights into the Scrip-

Who Lost three groups: one to rep-
ture, but they may or may not feel comfortable sharing . group P
. . resent the e to represent Jesus, and one to
their personal experiences.
rep s and the crowd. Have each group

Opening (10 minutes) T : 7:11-17 and then imagine the story from

1. Prayer tew minutes to prepare, ask them to share
Pray this prayer or one of your choosing: theirgetelling with the larger group. Then, together as a
Holy God, e group, discuss the following:

in this Lenten season we give you thank€for y, * What unique emotions were represented in each

attentive Spirit. retelling?

May our time together today o * How does hearing the story told from three dif-

presence ferent perspectives, along with the contextual

and help us to consider ho information in the Participant Handout, open us

tion to you to hear this Scripture in a new way?

and to those in our com * Did you hear something new in the story when

sion. you heard another group’s retelling? If so, what
In Christ’s e we g did you hear, and how did it change your per-
Amen. spective?
2. Atfenti Beginning of Devotion 4. Learning and Changing
Welco artidipants to the session and direct their  Explain that much of what Jesus did in his ministry
attention Mary Oliver quote, “Attention is the  was revolutionary. Those who served as witnesses to

beginning of devotion.” Ask them to close their eyes for  his relationships with others, like this widow, were
a minute and picture someone who has shown them  challenged to rethink many of their previously held
devotion in their lives. What are some of the specific ~ assumptions. Ask participants to take a few minutes to
forms of attention that contributed to this sense of  read the section of the Participant Handout titled “The
devotion? Community Learns and Changes When Jesus Sees.”

Ask participants to open their eyes and turn to a  The authors point out a clear connection between this
partner. Have them share the person they recalled and  story in Luke 7 and the treatment of widows that we
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observe in the book of Acts. Together, discuss the fol-

lowing questions:

* What other values or practices in today’s church
are based in the Gospel stories of Jesus?

* How might these practices seem countercultural
to the outside world?

* Why is it important for us to understand the scrip-
tural nature of actions we take as a community of
faith?

Responding (5 minutes)
5. Reflection: Who Would Jesus See Today?

Give participants a few minutes to read the sections
of the Participant Handout titled “Life for Widows in
Tanzania” and “Who Would Jesus See Today? Who Do
We See?” Pass out small pieces of paper to participants
and ask them to write down the name of a group of
people who, like the widow in today’s Scripture story,
desperately need the attention and devotion of Jesus
and his community of followers. Invite volunteers to

share what they wrote if they feel comfortable doing so.

Closing (5 minutes)
6. New Insights

Offer participants a few moments to reflec

larger group.
Before closing i

read itinits e

7. Prayer
paper from the Responding activ-
in a jar or basket in the center of

group will be given an opportunity to pray for those
you have named as needing the attention and devotion

of the community of Christ. Open the prayer with the
following words and then allow time for individuals to
pray silently or aloud.

Loving God,

you offered your compassion and devotion to all,

but especially to the ones society ignored and
abused.

Today you do the same, seeking out the ones we
are most likely to forget.

Help us in this Lenten season to open otfjhearts
and minds

to the cries and the silence ho need
your love most.

Hear us now as we lift¢le in prayer. ..

or aloud. When enough
ple “Amen.”)

ve

g in Tanzania. There may be partic-
group who have similar insights from
or personal travels from places nearby
our hurch or farther afield. Encourage participants to
how various cultures around the world mistreat
groups of people and how our attention to these issues
can help bring about change. Of course, do not forget
to include examples of how this also regularly happens
within our own culture and the ways we are called to
take action as disciples of Jesus.

Key Scripture
Luke 7:11-17

For More Information

Mary Oliver, Upstream: Selected Essays. New York:
Pilgrim Press, 2016.

Kathy Wolf Reed serves as copastor of First Presbyterian
Church in Auburn, Alabama.
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