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One of the serious stumbling blocks, particularly for more rationally oriented 

individuals, in engaging with the instruction and revelation provided by Jesus is the 

tendency to concentrate on the literal detail of the illustrations and imagery he 

uses, and then carrying that detail logically into extremes where the imagery was 

never designed to go, and becoming preoccupied with those extremes.  

For example, in the course of talking about God’s concern for us, Jesus once 

remarked that God takes notice even of sparrows falling to the ground.  For the 

intellectually inclined religious student reading that remark, there is a tendency to 

follow it deeper into its logical implications, and raise the natural questions found 

at those extremes.  Does that literally mean all sparrows everywhere?   Well, what 

about chickadees?  Does God notice them as well?  But then, why only birds?  

Does God note every time a mosquito falls to the ground, or gets squashed?  What 

about fleas?  What about bacteria?  Does God literally observe every single thing 

that happens, no matter how insignificant, everywhere and at every instant to every 

living thing throughout the universe?  

You see where this is going.  Take another example.  In talking about the 

confidence we should have in God’s provision, Jesus once compared the greater 

beauty with which God adorns the lilies of the fields to that of even Solomon’s 

magnificent robes.   But then, our rigorously literal reader might ask:  Does God 

actually adorn the lilies of the field?  How exactly does that work?  Does God 

adorn them one at a time, or all together at once?  Does he use a spiritual 

paintbrush, or somehow the process of evolution?  But if so, then does that mean 

that God somehow had a mental picture of every single lily way back before 
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evolution even kicked in?    And another thing: why would He make lilies so pretty 

and Venus fly-traps so ugly?   Surely Solomon’s robes were at least prettier than a 

Venus fly-trap!  

And so on and so on.  Intellectually subjecting the words and images of Christ to 

hypothetical extremes is generally to ignore their contextual intention, and thus to 

be distracted from their true meaning.   

And I think that’s a danger that presents itself when we read our Gospel selection 

from Luke today, which contains a parable that’s come to be known as the parable 

of the widow and the unrighteous judge.  So let’s read it together, and then think 

about what intention Jesus might have had in telling this particular story.  

Luke 18: 1-8 

In introducing this story, Luke tells us that Jesus told it in order to stress the 

importance of being persistent in prayer, and it certainly is the case that it is the 

possibility of having to listen to the widow continuing to bring her complaint 

before him that evidently provides the motivation for the judge ruling in her favor, 

and not any consideration of the justice of the matter or any sympathy with the 

woman.  

But as soon as you begin to squeeze meaning out of this story by tracing the 

implications of its literal detail, all sorts of puzzlement arise.  One of them, for 

example, concerns the judge in the story.  Since it’s a parable about praying, 

according to Luke, the self-centered and callous judge seems a poor choice to 

illustrate God’s role in our prayer life.   

Or again, the story seems to suggest that persistently asking God for something is 

the magical key to our prayer being granted.  The widow keeps asking for justice 

until the judge gives in and grants it. Well, does that mean I can pray for anything 

and expect to succeed as long as I’m persistent?  After all, If God adorns the Venus 

flytraps as well as the lilies, maybe I can ask for a winning lottery ticket as well as 

justice? 

Or alternatively, can I only pray for justice?  But suppose nobody has ever been 

unjust to me?  Maybe I’m the one who’s been unjust to others, for heaven’s sake.  

Does that mean I can’t pray?  And in any event, why should I have to badger God 

for justice?  Doesn’t God always do the just thing? 

Or again, the parable assures us that God will quickly answer the prayers of His 

elect for justice.  Does that mean only the elect can pray successfully?   And just 

who are these elect?  Are they the poorest of the poor, like the widow in the story?  



Do I have to kill my husband and impoverish myself in order to earn a hearing 

before God?   

And if it’s true that God will respond speedily to my prayers, why do I have to be 

persistent about them?  Or if it means God will respond speedily after having borne 

long with the elect’s prayers, then how long must that be?  A week or two?  Maybe 

a year?  Just how persistent does one have to be? 

You see the danger of bringing a literal and analytic intelligence to the instruction 

of Jesus?  God knows the number of hairs on my head?  Does he know the number 

on my chin?  How about my armpit? 

We are to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Does that mean I should send 

Valentines cards to everyone on the block?  Should I buy bags of Cheetos for all 

my friends when I go to the store? 

Jesus stresses the importance of the telling the truth.  Does that mean I can never 

write a novel, compliment someone about an ugly shirt, tell a lie to save someone’s 

life? 

And so on, and so on. 

So let’s return to our parable, and this time let’s keep in mind what Jesus once said 

about his own stories, that they weren’t meant to be ‘understood’ in any 

straightforward way, the way we might understand a recipe or a mathematical 

equation (or a sermon, for that matter?)  The stories are rather meant to be 

meditated on, to spend time with, to examine from different directions and in 

different lights, to chew on.  And why?  Because that very activity, that chewing, is 

a form of nourishment, it’s ingesting food provided by God Himself. 

And in that frame of mind, I’ll suggest a different way of reading our parable, one 

suggested by the somewhat jarring note with which it concludes, where Luke 

recounts the unease and uncertainty Jesus felt about the continuance of faith in the 

world. 

My suggestion is that the story Jesus actually told probably had a lot more detail in 

it than the very brief version that at some point was written down and found its 

way into Luke’s hands when he sat down to write his gospel.  My suspicion is that 

Jesus probably offered a lot of detail about the personality of both the self-centered 

judge and the exasperating and self-righteous widow.  My guess is that the people 

in the audience listening to Jesus were probably chuckling at some of the things he 

described as they recognized characteristics of their local officials and perhaps of 

some of their relatives, perhaps even of themselves, if they were being honest.   



And my suggestion is that when Jesus reaches the part where he says, If this absurd 

judge will yield to resistance from this annoying woman, don’t you imagine God 

will certainly and quickly do likewise…my suggestion to you, for you to chew on, 

is that Jesus was himself laughing and shaking his head and rolling his eyes.  And 

that the audience was probably doing the same, laughing and shaking their heads 

and slapping each other on the back and saying, no way, no way, no possible way: 

that’s not how God is at all! 

The parable is about faith in God.  And what is faith in God?  Faith is continuing to 

trust in God even when our world is falling apart, even when our bodies are 

wracked with disease and our hopes are dashed. Faith is continuing to trust in 

God’s will even when our friends and love ones are descending into dementia.  

Faith is continuing to trust in God even when wars are raging all around the world 

and floods are destroying cities, human anti-Christs amass fame and fortune while 

inflicting their demonic wills on nameless millions of victims.  Faith is continuing 

to trust in the will of God even while the years and decades and centuries roll away 

and there is no sign of the promised return of Christ.  Faith is trusting God even 

when our prayers go unanswered. 

Faith is continuing to fix our eyes, not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, not 

on the world but on Eternal, not on our own will, but on the will of God. 

Let’s chew on that thought this morning, as we reflect on our parable. 

And so our prayer for this morning and for every morning, heavenly Father, is that 

you nourish our faith as we reflect on your Word, that you feed us with heavenly 

sustenance, that you strengthen us through the divine exercise of prayer to believe 

always, not that our will, but Yours, always be done, so that the Son of Man will 

find faith on earth when he returns, and we pray in his name. 


