The Widow of Nain (Luke 7:11-17)
“Soon afterwards…”
This story is obviously part of a bigger story because it starts with “Soon afterwards…” “Soon after WHAT?” we want to know, which invites us to look it up in the Bible. Turns out, the story immediately preceding this one is the story of Jesus healing the slave of a Roman centurion in the town of Capernaum. So for in his Galilean ministry he has done a whole lot of healing, even a GENTILE, and in this story he will do something even more amazing.   
The town of…
The name of the town where Jesus went rhymes with “Jane”—Nain, which means “pleasant, delightful.” This story is the only place where it is mentioned in the Bible. The name survives in the modern Arab village of Nein. It was about 5 miles southeast of Nazareth, and about 25 miles from Capernaum, which was a day’s journey in Jesus’ time. So this story is part of the larger story of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.
The Setting of the Story
Many stories (or episodes in a longer story) begin with a change of setting or with the introduction of a new character. This story begins with a change of setting, with both time and place indicators: “Soon afterwards” (time indicator) and the city of Nain (place indicator). Since in Jesus’ day Nain was a day’s journey from Capernum, we can assume that the story took place in the late afternoon or early evening of the day he left Capernum, after healing the Centurion’s slave.
Before you start telling a story, if you are wondering, “Now HOW does this story start???” ask yourself if it starts with something about time or place and maybe that will help. In this case, you might get a picture of that slave sitting up on his bed feeling healthy, then Jesus leaving the town and going to the nearby town of Nain.
The second sentence of the story gets more specific about the setting: “As he approached the gate of the town…” The specific setting of the story is, then, outside the town of Nain, near the gate of the town. There are nearly 350 references to gates in the Bible and most of them are to town or city gates. The image of the gate is that of an entryway into something. Because entryways are public places, there is also an emphasis on communal activities that occur at gates. The gateway was the most frequented place in town.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Info on city gates is from The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, p. 321 (Inter-Varsity Press, 1998)] 


(over)
Compassion
The Greek word for Jesus’ response to the widow is splagknistheis, which literally means “to turn over the bowels.”  It describes the experience of being moved with such deep feeling that you can feel it in the lower parts of your body, in your gut. The word is translated as “compassion” or “pity” or “being filled with tenderness.” This is how the word looks in Greek: σπλαγχνισθεις. 
When the storyteller says that Jesus “felt compassion for her” the audience is given an “inside view” of his emotional response to the widow. We are not usually told, in such a direct way, the feelings of characters in biblical stories, so it’s always significant when we are and a call to pay close attention. 
An inside view into a character’s feelings also functions as an explanation for what happens next in the story. In this case, it explains why Jesus stopped the funeral procession and raised raised the young man from death to life. He did it because he felt compassion for his mother. 
“He came forward and touched…”
After he felt compassion for the widow and told her not to weep, he came forward and touched something. The word for what Jesus touched, rhymes with “fear”: bier. Noticing that it rhymes with “fear” might help us remember how the next part of the story starts: “Fear seized all of them.” (It sounds like “beer,” but that doesn’t help us with the story.) 
A bier is a movable platform on which a coffin or corpse is placed before burial. In this case, the word “bier” probably refers to just the platform with a corpse, and no coffin, since the dead man sits up and begins to speak after Jesus says, “Rise!” When Jesus touches the bier, the bearers stop. It could be that Jesus’ intent in touching the bier was to halt the procession, which is exactly what happened: “the bearers stood still.”
The Response
The “dead man” responds to Jesus’ command to rise by sitting up and speaking. Because of the popularity of stories about zombies in 21st century America, we might get the wrong image here. Think Sleeping Beauty awakening after being kissed by Prince Charming.
On the other hand, that image of zombies as in “Night of the Living Dead” has some relevance here, regarding how all the people respond: with fear. They probably were terrified at first. But fear, also, is the appropriate biblical response to an awareness of divine presence, as in “fear of the Lord.” Notice how in this story, Jesus is named “the Lord” before he is identified by his name. This kind of fear is both fear as in being scared (because you might immediately die), but also fear as in awestruck. 
The second response of everyone there is to glorify God. Two sayings are quoted to specify the nature of the glorifying. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]And the final response to what happened at the town gate of Nain is to spread “this word” about Jesus everywhere. It was like a Facebook post going viral.
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