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Building a Bigger Table – Generosity Kickoff     Luke 18:1-8 

 

Trust me, I appreciate the lectionary, and that we follow the lectionary passages.  

But what does the story of a widow, from some two thousand years ago, have to do 

with a church in Buffalo today as we kickoff our Generosity campaign of Building 

a Bigger Table?  Perhaps there are more similarities than we initially realize.  

 

Prayer 

Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in 

your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace which sustains us 

and keeps us from losing heart.  Through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
 
Sermon 
 
On their journey toward Jerusalem, Jesus definitely had the attention of his 

disciples, even before he spoke this parable of a widow and unjust judge.  Jesus 

had just shared some confusing stories that soon he would not be present with his 

disciples. With mouths dropped half open the disciples must have been looking 

wide-eyed at Jesus after he had just shared a strange and frightening story about 

the days to come.  Where our passage today opens, the disciples likely stood frozen 

in fear staring at Jesus with confused glares.  What was Jesus saying about the days 

to come?   

 

After a pause which was too short for the disciples to gather thoughts enough to 

form questions, Jesus continued with our parable about a widow and an unjust 

judge.  Though lost on us and lost in translation, the humor of this parable would 

not have been lost on the disciples.  In hearing this story the frozen faces of the 

disciples soon melted into laughter with this impossible tale of a widow winning 
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over the judge.  I have a few friends in ministry who have entered stand-up 

comedy.  This parable assures them they are following the footsteps of Jesus 

because, here, he is hilarious.  The parable just could not happen, not in real life.  

The story is so beyond reality, commentators agree it must have been absurd, 

worthy of a belly laugh. 

 

It is a ridiculous tale of a widow, who like other widows, was the most vulnerable 

of her first century culture.  She literally had no right to approach a judge.  A good 

judge of that time would not have heard her, let alone the worst judge in town.  If 

she had a complaint to lodge in those days, a file to claim, then the male in her 

family would need to represent her – she could not represent herself.  But she is a 

widow.  There is no man to represent her, apparently without brothers or sons, and 

no means by which to pay off the judge.  Again, she is a first century widow: a 

woman who would just have to just accept that her good days are behind her, 

whose memories should be enough to serve her well.  She should not expect to 

create more memories.  She should have no expectation because she certainly has 

no rights for any better days ahead.  She should learn to exist quietly until she 

exists no longer.  These were the conditions of her time and her place.  A widow 

standing for herself – it was laughable.  On the other side of the parable, seated 

behind the bench is this unjust judge who neither fears God nor has respect for 

anyone.  As funny as it was to imagine a widow having the audacity to approach a 

judge, it is more laughable imagining this judge actually listening to her.   

 

Yet, as the parable goes, the widow pursued the judge.  She persisted.  And she, 

apparently, was relentless.  She continually knocked at his chamber door until he 

finally said knock it off, I’ve had enough, and the unjust judge gave in to the 

widow’s requests.  We catch the humor in a more literal translation of the Judge’s 
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words, Enough already, “because this widow causes trouble for me, I will give her 

justice, so that she may not, in the end, give me a black eye by her relentless 

coming.”  Justice did not motivate the judge; conceit motivated him.  He did not 

want to be bruised by the least of those among him.  The widow’s persistence paid 

off, her bothering the judge relentlessly succeeded, the unjust judge gave in to the 

widow’s request.  Persistence followed by persistence. 

 

Jesus said, “Pray always and do not lose heart.”  On a first read of the parable we 

are tempted to understand the widow and judge as an analogy between us and God, 

meaning if we, too, are persistent enough in prayer, if we bother God enough, God 

will finally give in to our requests.  But this interpretation makes no sense because 

God is not an unjust judge.  In her publication entitled A Women’s Lectionary, 

author Ashley Wilcox suggests a different reading.  Perhaps the parable is not all 

about prayer:  The widow – a vulnerable and marginalized person - is being 

persistent in seeking out justice.  Read this way, Jesus is encouraging people to 

persistently seek out justice for those on the margins.  This, Wilcox argues, is an 

active approach to prayer.   

 

You and I already know better than to embrace the first interpretation, which 

seemingly implies that if one prays enough, the prayer will come true.  Prayers too 

often seem to go unanswered.  Prayers for healing when healing does not come.  

Petitions for a new job opportunity seem to just echo in the distance.  Praying 

because school is more difficult this year than last, yet it continues to get more 

difficult.  Prayers for relationships restored seem to go unheard.  Unanswered 

prayers, at least from the prayers’ perspective, has been an unsolved mystery since 

prayer began.  Unanswered prayers must have been familiar to the disciples as 
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well.  Why else would Jesus have encouraged them to “Pray always and not lose 

heart.”  

 

Someplace near the middle of his book on Prayer, author Philip Yancey included a 

chapter entitled “Unanswered Prayer: Living with the Mystery.”  As it turns out, 

according to Yancey, the answer to unanswered prayer remains unanswered.  It is a 

holy mystery.  Yet Yancey was wise enough to not end his book with a chapter on 

unanswered prayer, and although each of our lives hold chapters of unanswered 

prayer, neither does our book end there.   

  

Pray always and do not lose heart.  Yancey explains his own emphasis on prayer 

shifted.  He describes that his praying has moved from petition, requesting things 

of God, toward companionship, recognizing God as being with him in the midst of 

prayer.  When he recognizes his prayer as companionship he is recognizing that the 

God to whom he is praying is present with him.  

 

The disciples were confused as Jesus continued to lead them to Jerusalem.  They 

had no idea what their leader was about to endure.  They stood confused, “What 

was Jesus saying about the days to come?”  To be clear, Jesus made no promise 

about their journey being easy – they would have their own sacrfices.  Jesus 

wanted them to understand that though he will be taken away, he will still be with 

them as their companion.  It is that mystery to which we cling – Christ remains 

with us – God with us.  Jesus was inviting his disciples to bother God in prayer, 

and to commit to recognizing God is with them now and in the days to come.  On 

this Generosity Sunday, can we commit ourselves to bothering God in prayer while 

recognizing God is with us?  God as companion. 
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And because it is Generosity Sunday, I know you all are excitedly waiting for me 

to talk about the pledge cards you will receive following worship.  And if you are a 

guest, and feel left out, we can help you with that.  We strive to be hospitable. A 

couple of years ago, prior to searching for your next Senior Pastor, you 

Westminster conducted a mission study.  One theme woven through the study was 

a sense, whether actual or not, of a lack of transparency regarding finances.  

Reality is, for the long-term, we are drawing an unsustainable amount from our 

endowment.  In order to maintain our current ministries, for the long-term, our 

annual giving needs to increase by about ten percent.  The added challenge – 

Westminster does not tend settle for maintaining. We hope to do more than 

maintain – it seems that God is calling us deeper into our greater community.  Such 

a call is the purpose for Building a Bigger Table, as you have heard.   

 

So, this widow in today’s text; I cannot seem to get her out of my mind.  I feel like 

I know her.  I am wondering if there is a bit more for us to learn from her?  I 

believe we, Westminster, have some things in common with this widow, and I pray 

persistently that we recognize all that we have in common with her.  As a 

reminder, the widow was supposed to accept the falsehood that her good days were 

behind her.  She was expected to buy into a false narrative that her memories 

should be enough to keep her going.  That she should live her life looking 

backwards.  She was to celebrate what she once was, what she once had, without 

chasing after who she knew she could become.  She was to believe she had not 

enough life to create new memories.  That she should not expect any more good to 

come from her life.  That in her day and in her time, according to the culture within 

which she was embedded, she was to simply exist quietly until she existed no 

longer, like the so many other widows who preceded her.   
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But not this widow, she dreamed of a better life and chased after it with 

persistence.  She stood for justice, demanded justice though justice was so elusive.  

She had the audacity to believe she had more to offer, more life to live.  She 

committed herself to living fully into the present life she had.  And, she dreamed 

dreams for herself. 

 

Westminster, we have some similarities with this widow.  The false narratives that 

the widow pushed back against are as real for us as they were for her.  Like the 

widow, Westminster, are we willing to dream?  Can we see the life we have to 

offer?  Are we willing to chase after new life together?  Can we chase down that 

elusive justice? Are we willing to dream?  Prayerfully bothering God while 

recognizing God is with us as our companion, as we strive to be the companion to 

our neighbors.  Inn Wilcox words, we join in an active approach to prayer for the 

sake of justice.  Together, persistently chasing after the answer to the disciples’ 

question, “What is Jesus saying about the days to come?”  Are we willing to dream 

through Building a Bigger Table together? 

 
Through our creator God, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 


