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 Not every parable has a clear moral lesson to teach, or features clearly virtuous 

characters. At least that’s one of the conclusions New Testament scholar Amy-Jill Levine draws 

in her book Short Stories by Jesus when she looks closely at this story about the widow and the 

judge.  

 

 There’s a lot of ambiguity in this story, more than meets the eye especially when we look 

at it apart from the frame Luke places around it. If we only look at the parable itself and not the 

interpretation Luke puts on it at the beginning and the end, it becomes a very challenging story. 

First, we have a judge who has no fear of God, which may be a way of saying he’s not very wise, 

since “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” He also has no regard for other people. 

Now, that might mean he’s not influenced by other people’s status or wealth which is a good 

quality to have in a judge. But it could mean he has no compassion or empathy for other people’s 

condition.  

 

 In the other corner we have a widow who is sort of a bully. She won’t stop pestering the 

judge to decide in her favor. And what is it she wants? Our translation sort of sanitizes her 

request. The word in Greek isn’t really “justice,” the word that’s used in the gospel is better 

translated “vengeance.” She wants someone to be punished. We aren’t told why, but clearly this 

is a woman who believes she’s been mistreated and is looking for payback. She sort of rejects all 

the stereotypes we have of widows in the Bible. At least in the New Testament. For the most part 

widows in the New Testament are demure and caring. They’re usually in need of healing or 

feeding. They aren’t demanding and they’re usually not mean. 

 

 When the judge is talking to himself about this widow who’s been after him for so long 

to give her revenge, he says, “I better just give in to her before she wears me out.” Again, the 

translation has been sanitized. The word that’s used for “wear me out” in Greek is a boxing term 

that means basically, “give me a black eye.” Did she threaten to hit him? The picture Jesus 

creates with this story is really strange. The judge isn’t very judge-like and the widow isn’t very 

widowish.  

 

 So, what’s the point of this story? It does have something to say about persistence, I 

think, but is it saying anything about God or God’s kingdom? This seems to be one of those rare 

stories in the gospels that challenge all our expectations. We expect virtue and innocence from 

people like the widow, wisdom and compassion from people like the judge. Neither of them fits 

the mold. And that may be partly why Jesus told it. This story really knocks us off balance. We 

don’t know what to expect next and we’re forced to call all our assumptions into question.  

 

 That requires persistence. We have to keep digging with a story like this. We have to be 

willing to think deeply about who we are and what assumptions prevent us from seeing God’s 

kingdom at work around us.  

 



 With that in mind let me share with you a story about another woman who was 

surprisingly feisty and persistent. Rosa Parks lived in Montgomery, Alabama where she worked 

as a seamstress and took a particular bus to and from work every day. Back then, in the ‘50s, the 

buses in Montgomery were segregated as they were all over the South. Last February I attended 

a retreat where I learned how that system worked. On a bus there was a sign across the back of a 

certain row of seats that read “Whites Only.” But that sign could be moved. So when the seats 

that were reserved for white people were filled, the sign could be placed on the next row back. 

And black passengers sitting in that row were obligated to move out so white passengers could 

have the row.  

 

 On a certain day in December Rosa Parks got on the bus and sat in the row immediately 

behind the last row reserved for white passengers. Now here’s where things get interesting. Rosa 

had ridden on that bus many times and knew pretty well what the pattern was for passengers. She 

had also had a few run ins with the particular driver who was on duty that day. One of the 

complaints of black passengers was, because they weren’t allowed to walk past the white 

passengers to get to their seats, they had to enter the bus from the back. That meant they had to 

enter at the front and pay the fare, then get off and walk to the rear entrance to take their seat. 

Very often, if a passenger was a little slow moving back to the other entrance, the bus would 

simply pull away without them after they’d paid their fare. It was mean and ridiculous but it was 

done all the time and black passengers had no real means to protest it, but they did learn which 

drivers were more inclined to do that sort of thing.  

 

 What you might also not know is Rosa Parks worked as a volunteer for the NAACP in 

Montgomery and had been involved in their efforts to advocate for civil rights for years. She was 

trained in non-violent civil disobedience and had been looking for an opportunity to stage her 

protest for a long time. There was a large network of people around her who knew she would 

eventually do this and they were ready at a moment’s notice to take action when she did.  

 

 So she took her place on the bus that day, probably knowing there was a good chance the 

white section would fill up. And when it did and the sign was moved back to the row she was 

sitting in, she simply refused to move. She had been practicing persistent resistance for a long 

time and that driver on that day had met his match. 

 

 Rosa Parks refused to fit the mold. She persisted, along with hundreds of others around 

her who were ready to follow. Sometimes that’s all we can do. Like Jacob at Jabbok we have to 

hang onto our opponent for all we’re worth and refuse to give in. Why does he do it? Why not let 

go? Because he needed a new start, he needed transformation; but the only way to get it, the only 

we are ever transformed is through struggle. Persistent resistance is the path of transformation. 

Change never comes through acquiescence. If our hope is to uncover God’s kingdom at work, 

then we must resist those forces committed to things as they are, who don’t fear God or have any 

regard for others; forces behind people like the driver of that bus or so many others who want to 

preserve injustice.  

 

 Jesus said at another place in Luke’s gospel, “Do you think I have come to bring peace to 

the earth, no I tell you, but rather division.” Struggle is the path of transformation, whether it’s 

wrestling with the meaning of a strange parable Jesus tells or wrestling with the fears and hopes 



that meet us when we’re alone in the dark and seeking direction or wrestling with the forces of 

injustice that seem to have the upper hand when we advocate for those around us who have no 

voice, struggle is unavoidable.  

 

 And that’s what Jesus invites us to join. When we seek the kingdom of God we become 

part of a struggle against all those voices within ourselves and outside us that tell us we aren’t 

deserving or we aren’t ready or the world won’t let us. Over and over Jesus tells us through 

parables and healings and gestures of grace: persist! Keep resisting the powers of darkness and 

persist in bringing the light. Keep struggling like Jacob at the river, like the widow with the 

judge, like Rosa on the bus, keep struggling to bring God’s kingdom here. 

 

Amen 


