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Semantics is important and often critical
in human relationships and our
understanding and interpretation of
events. I was reminded of this last week
while on vacation when certain words
were used that caused me to nearly cry.
Words not meant maliciously but I heard
them as insensitive and unfeeling. I had
to bite my tongue not to reply in ways
that would have only worsened the
situation.
This morning we have a parable that can be known by several titles. And those different titles
feed into our assumptions and our stereotypes. Thus, the words used inform and impact how we
react to the parable and what we do with it.1 And, the English translation from the Greek leaves a
lot to be desired.
This parable is often called “the poor widow and the unjust judge”. That’s one image but it’s not
the only one. If we instead just called it “the widow and the judge”- without the words poor and
unjust, we open up new questions and possibly new interpretations. We could also call it
something like “how to get justice” which seems to be the point but then we get into questions
about how we define justice, whose justice and what is our part in helping justice become reality.
The widow in this case is presumed by us to be poor and thus someone who falls well within the
Biblical directive to care for the widows, orphans and aliens. Yes, then as now, widows are often
but not always poor and in need of care from the wider community. What if this widow is not
poor? How might that change our understanding of the parable? For example, a poor personwidow or not- probably didn’t have time to keep berating the judge. Her time would be taken up
with simply finding ways to survive since there is no indication in the parable of any family.
Why is it important to us to assume the widow is poor? Does that assumption influence our
reading of this parable? Do we have more compassion and empathy for a poor widow than for a
wealthy one?
Calling the judge unjust seems to fall in line with the text we have in English- after all the text
says it, so it must be true! But what does the adjective of unjust mean to us and what did it mean
in the year 80CE? For some, it implies corruption. But that’s not what the text says. Perhaps we
need to take a deeper look at what the text does say about the judge: “there was a judge who
neither feared God nor had respect for people.” That doesn’t say he was corrupt. It does suggest
that he did not love God or neighbor- the two most important Commandments of the Bible both
Old and New Testaments. So this is a judge that we can with some confidence say lived outside
of generally accepted social and religious norms in the Israel of that time.
When we go back to the Greek in which this was first written we get additional insights into
another way of looking at this parable.
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For example, we often assume that the woman’s cause is just. That is, that she has been wronged
in the earlier judgment. But looking at the Greek, we find that she is seeking vengeance. That can
give us pause to consider that the original judgment was correct, from a legal perspective, even
as it was “unjust” from her perspective.
We have seen this kind of attitude recently: if the jury’s or the judge’s decision does not comport
with what we believe the outcome should be we sometimes say the judgment was unjust. Riots
have occurred in this country in the last several years when a judge or jury has come to one
conclusion and some people respond to that decision with looting and rioting. This is not to say
that a judge or jury can’t make an incorrect decision; it is a reminder, though, that the appeals
process and our legal system seek to lessen the likelihood of that happening.
Also of interest when we look to the Greek is that the widow was seeking to embarrass or
humiliate the judge and even threatened to blacken his eye. Ok, how does your view of the
widow change if you consider that she was threatening physical and social harm to the judge
because she didn’t get the verdict she wanted? Maybe the judge was simply protecting himself
by changing the decision although if that was true, then it raises other issues about whether the
judge might be corrupt in the sense of making decisions which benefit his well-being even as
they do not comport with the law of that time.
We also have absolutely no information about the nature of the legal dispute or the widow’s
opponent. But if we think about the widow seeking vengeance rather than justice, consider the
pain that is now going to be inflicted on the opponent because the widow persisted until the
judge changed the verdict. What is injustice now?
All of this is a reminder to us that the parables of Jesus are not simple, one-dimensional moral or
ethical tales. Parables are short stories that were intended by Jesus to cause his audience to sit up
and take note. To stop and reflect and discern on where and how Jesus was calling them – and
us- to pay attention to our presuppositions, our prejudices, our assumptions and our stereotypes.
Words matter. And reflection and discernment around the words of Jesus, especially, matter as
we learn and strive to live into the two great commandments.
This parable is one that is especially relevant as we wind down the time until our national
election. The level of vitriol flung at and between the candidates ought to make all of us
ashamed, regardless of which candidate or which party we support. This election cycle has
certainly been an example of failing to uphold the dignity and honor of every human being. I
hope you will join us here at St. John’s on Monday, November 7th from 5-7p for “Light a
Candle; Pray for our Nation”- a time of quiet, prayers and candlelight as we move into Election
Day.
“Jesus forces us to find a moral compass” according to Amy-Jill Levine. Jesus asks us to
question our own assumptions when we come face-to-face with situations that appear to us as
unjust and which deny others respect. Jesus pleads with us to love God and love neighbor as the
baseline upon which our lives are measured. “Jesus was invested in fairness, reconciliation and
compassion” so how can we do less than work for a world where all are treated fairly, where
hurts are dealt with compassionately and where we seek reconciliation from wounds inflicted.
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The Gospel begins with Jesus reminding us to pray always and not to lose heart. At Bible Study
this last week, we were reminded that prayer is sometimes not about changing God but rather
about changing ourselves. Pray always and do not lose heart. Even as we continue to see
injustice in the world, hold up your prayers for peace and reconciliation and fairness. Be
persistent and speak out when you see something or someone that denies dignity to another. Be
alert to your presuppositions and prejudices that may influence how you respond to others
around you. And do not lose heart. God is with us, always and to the end of the world. Amen.
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