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In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 

Let me begin this morning by sharing with you my love for the underdog in 
life.  With the exception of when Duke plays basketball and Florida State plays 
football.  Other than those small prejudices, my favor usually goes to the 
underdog. 

That’s probably why I like the woman Jesus tells us about in Luke’s gospel.  
She’s up “agin it,” as we in the South might say.  Definitely facing some pretty 
tough odds.  Without doubt, she is clearly the underdog.  But she’s also tough and 
relentless.  She’s not only an underdog, she’s a bulldog as well.  Grabbing hold of 
what she wants, she’s not going to let go.  Day after day, she says to the ruthless 
judge who refuses to listen to her, “Grant me justice against my opponent.”  And, 
did you notice, she doesn’t even say please?  This woman is invested, one 
hundred percent.  Her plea isn’t a request, it’s a demand. 

So, now, Jesus has got our attention?  Right?  Where exactly does this 
demand for justice come from?  Well, we can probably come up with some pretty 
good guesses.  And we can begin with the fact that the woman is a widow. 

My friends, widows in the first-century world had very limited rights, if any.   
The widow in Jesus’ parable is no exception.  Any inheritance that would have 
come from her late husband would, by law, go to their eldest son.  If she had no 
sons, it would, again, by law, go to her husband’s eldest brother.  And I know what 
you’re thinking, that hardly seems fair - but that’s the way it was in first century 
Judaism.  As we’ve learned before, from a legal standpoint, this was not a culture 
that was kind to women in general, and widows in particular … which is one 
reason why Jesus seems to be so out of touch with the norms of his society.  
Jesus was always in favor of the underdog, in a world that both believed in, and 
witnessed to, a definite survival-of-the-fittest way of thinking. 



So, whatever property, or financial support, the widow would receive from 
her late husband’s estate, would have to come to her through the generosity of 
her son, or her brother-in-law.  In Jesus’ parable, either the son, or the brother-in-
law, control the purse strings - and one of them is holding out on her.   

My guess would be that it’s probably her brother-in-law.  After all, what kind 
of son would treat his mother that way?  Her only recourse then, is to seek justice 
through the courts.  Unfortunately, she has come up against a judge who, as 
Jesus puts it, “…neither feared God nor had respect for people.”  What Jesus is 
clearly saying is that the judge is not neutral, as all judges should be.  Jesus is 
telling us that the judge is without compassion and doesn’t care one whit whether 
this widow – or any other widow, for that matter – gets what is coming to her.  His 
interests are focused on one person, and one person only.  And we don’t need to 
guess who that might be, do we?  The judge’s only interest is his own well-being. 

However, in this case, he suddenly finds himself up against someone who 
is stronger than he is.  The widow may be the underdog, and she may be a 
woman, but she’s no shrinking violet - she’s tough as nails.  Jesus says that even 
when she was turned away, she “kept coming back to the judge.”  When the 
doors to the courtroom opened, she was there.  Every day.  You could set your 
watch by her persistence.   

That widow reminds me of the principal character in a movie from some 
years ago called Rudy.  Rudy wanted to play football for the University of Notre 
Dame football team.  His road to accomplishing that goal was not an easy one.  
He had to work hard just to be accepted academically.  But he persevered.  And 
once he was enrolled, he joined the team as a walk-on.  Everything about Rudy, 
however, was undersized - his height, his weight, his skill level.  But what he had, 
in abundance, was determination.  He was continually run over by the bigger 
players in practice.  But, Rudy never quit.  He'd get right back up and go at it 
again.  He was determined to play football for Notre Dame.  I won’t give away the 
whole story if you haven’t seen the movie, but Rudy eventually got his wish. 

The widow in Jesus’ parable was also determined.  She kept coming back, 
undeterred by the judge’s continued dismissal of her case.  In the face of such 
relentlessness, the judge was able to hold out for awhile.   But finally, realizing 
that this woman wasn’t going to leave him alone until he settled her case, he 
begrudgingly grants her justice, “… so that she may not wear me out by 
continually coming,” he says.   



Now, in some sense, that may be what Jesus meant when he says the 
judge gave in so that the woman wouldn’t wear him out.  But that isn’t exactly 
what the judge is saying.   

When the judge says that he will grant justice to this widow, “so that she 
may not wear me out by continually coming,” he means, “If I don’t do something, 
this woman is going to give me a black eye!”  Not literally, of course, but who 
knows, she might have.  The judge is really more concerned about his image than 
he is in doing what is right. 

I would have loved to have been in that judge’s courtroom as he faced that 
woman, day after day.  This is one of those biblical stories that hints at a bit of 
humor in the telling of it.  Never-the-less, the subject matter is a serious one, and 
so is the point of Jesus’ parable. 
Apparently, we’re supposed to ‘bother’ God with our prayers until God finally 
listens to what we are saying.  On the surface of it, Jesus seems to be saying, 
that if we’re persistent enough with our prayers, God will finally give us what we 
want - even if only to shut us up. 

But, my brothers and sisters, as you might expect, we get into trouble when 
we try to deal with scripture in such a frivilous way.  We have to dig deeper - at 
least sometimes - in order to find its true meaning.  And I think this is one of 
those times. 

As I have repeatedly reminded you, to deal with scripture seriously, you 
have to consider its context.  Prior to today’s gospel story, Jesus had been talking 
with his disciples about the end of the age.  In fact, he’s been saying some pretty 
scary things.  “It will be like that,” Jesus says, talking about the city of Sodom, 
“on the day that the Son of Man is revealed.  On that day, anyone on the housetop 
who has belongings in the house must not come down to take them away; and 
likewise anyone in the field must not turn back.  We all remember what happened 
to Lot’s wife, right?” 

Even if you’re not turned into a pillar of salt, this is the way it’s going to be. 
“There will be two in one bed; one will be taken and the other left.  There will be 
two women grinding meal together; one will be taken and the other left.” 

The disciples, listening to Jesus, and possibly shaking in their sandals, ask 
Jesus, “Where do we see this, Lord?”  And Jesus says, “Where the corpse is, 
there the vultures will gather.”  Somehow, I don’t think that made them feel better.  
But what does that mean?  Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not absolutely sure.  It 
could mean that they won’t know it’s happening until the moment it occurs.  But 



what I do know is this - right on the heels of those strange remarks, Jesus tells 
the disciples this parable about the persistent widow and the unjust judge. 

You know, Luke has this habit of sometimes giving us the meaning of a 
story before he tells it.  I’m one of those people who would prefer that Luke just 
tell me the parable and let me draw my own conclusions.  But several times in his 
gospel Luke, evidently concerned that his audience might not get it, jumps the 
gun on the meaning of the story.  So, before he tells us the story of the widow and 
the unjust judge, he tells us what it means. 

He does it through a strange little story.  He says, “Then Jesus told them a 
parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.”  Losing heart is a 
form of fear, is it not?  And, sometimes fear and prayer go together.  I can 
certainly relate to that in my life.  I think we all can.  In this instance, I don’t think 
the kind of prayer Jesus is talking about begins with, “Now I lay me down to 
sleep…”  This is a prayer that begs – persistently – for God’s justice.  Justice for 
not only ourselves, but for our world.  It is the kind of prayer that often doesn’t 
receive an obvious answer.  Yet, Jesus says we are to be faithful and constant in 
lifting up such prayers. 

The challenge for us is, if we’re not careful, prayers without a clear and 
obvious answer can wear us out.  And why is that?  Because prayers that seek 
justice are some of the most difficult kinds of prayer.  Primarily, because they 
aren’t about us.  Think about it - what do the atrocities in Hong Kong, northern 
Syria, and dozens of places around the world, have to do with us?  What do fires 
in California, or floods in the mid-west have to do with us?  Unless we’re praying 
about one of our sons or daughters who might have died in Iraq or Afghanistan, 
we don’t feel the pain of their loss.  Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq are just places on 
the map.  What do they have to do with us?  And besides, even if we were to 
persistently and fervently pray about those situations, what good would it do?  On 
the surface it doesn’t appear as if those are things that can be answered by 
prayer.  Most of us consider those political situations, only resolved by diplomacy 
… or force. 

Besides, we pray about all this, and the next day in the newspapers, and on 
the television, we find out that, instead of being better, it’s worse.  Our prayers 
seem to have yielded nothing but silence.   

And, my friends, let’s admit it.  We wear ourselves out from saying prayers 
that lend themselves only to silence, or our perception that they’re being ignored.  
After awhile, we get tired of getting no response.  Sometimes, the only thing we 



get from prayer is wondering if there really is anyone out there listening to us.  
And it gives a whole new meaning to the expression, “losing heart,” doesn’t it? 

Well, Jesus doesn’t want that to happen to his disciples.  He doesn’t want 
them to lose heart.  At least, that’s the expression Luke uses in his preface to 
today’s gospel story.  Jesus does not want his disciples to lose heart, and I 
believe he feels the same way about you and me. 

I also believe that was Luke’s concern.  He’s telling this story so that his 
church - his congregation, would not lose heart.  Here they are - they’ve been 
praying and praying, asking that the kingdom of God would come - that all of 
Jesus’ promises would come to fruition before their eyes - and what do they have 
to show for it?  Persecution.  Hardship.  Difficulties.  Loss of face, loss of faith.  As 
a result, over time, Luke’s church finds itself barely holding on. 

All those things, added together, can erode a person’s faith … not to 
mention their enthusiasm for life.  It can be hard to wait on what we can only 
assume is a very patient God when – like Rudy trying to make the football team, 
you’re taking a real honest-to-goodness beating in life.  It’s the church of Jesus 
Christ that’s getting the black eye!  Why doesn’t God intervene?  That’s what 
Luke’s church wants to know. 

And maybe, my brothers and sisters, we’re asking the same question about 
our church, here at St. Peter’s, or about our lives, or about the world in which we 
live.  Wouldn’t it be nice if we could catch just a glimpse of God’s activity in what 
is happening around us?  Frankly, sometimes, it’s hard not to lose heart. 

So, Luke, being a good pastor, tells his congregation about Jesus’ story - 
where the point is made that, if a ruthless, insensitive and hardened judge would 
finally hear the pleas of a widow, how much more can we believe and trust that 
God, who cares for us and has our best interests at heart, will finally hear our 
prayers? 

And, I have to say that, Jesus doesn’t mean – or, at least, I don’t think Jesus 
means – that, like the persistent widow, we have to pester God into being 
compassionate toward us.  It is through our persistence, our constant prayer, our 
“bothering” God, that we open ourselves to receiving the guidance and 
compassion God wants to share with us in abundance. 

So, you can call it bothering God, if you want too.  But, through our prayers 
- by bothering God - little by little, the power of God will chip away at the door of 
our hearts, allowing God the access God needs to do what God does best - love 
us and support us. 



My friends, if God will do that for us, maybe God will do it for our church 
and our world.  And all it takes is our steady persistence in prayer - a little 
bothering of the God who wants so much to love us.   So, pray… pray… pray.  And 
keep on praying.  God is listening, and God will respond, in God’s way, and God’s 
time.  Amen.


