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“She has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”

One of the most poignant moments I ever experienced as a young father was probably also one of the most shocking.  It was parents’ night at our oldest child’s elementary school, and I sat at a very small desk among several other eager parents who had all come to meet our children’s teacher and learn about the upcoming academic year.  We parents were there to find out how we could be most helpful to our children, how we could support them and provide everything they needed to be successful.

You could see it in the faces of all the young parents, and I could feel it in my own heart.  We were poised to take notes from the elementary school teacher, so that our children could benefit and excel.

And after we all settled into our little seats, the teacher introduced herself and said one of the most important things I’ve ever heard.  “The most important thing you can do for your child,” the teacher told us note-taking parents, “is to let your child fail….  Stop rescuing your child.  And when the going gets rough this year, and your child brings home a D or an F on a test or quiz, let it be.  Because the only way your child will succeed and truly learn will be if your child is allowed to fail.”

To be honest, I didn’t like the teacher’s advice at the time.  After all, I was there to sort out how I could help my child make all A’s, not how I could let my child fail.  But I now believe the teacher was right, and my own subsequent failures have born out the wisdom of her exhortation.  The surest way to true success, many of us have learned, is through failure. 

I think there is a parallel truth in the spiritual life. 

Simone Weil, a noted 20th century theologian, once taught that our attempts to console a devastated person can keep that person from experiencing the full force of God’s presence and the deepest consolation that only God can provide.  Sometimes, Simone Weil believed, we must have every worldly and human consolation stripped away from us, so that God can get through to us and meet us in our nakedness.  The problem is that, when we are in distress, we tend to latch onto and take comfort in the well-meaning consolations of other people.  But when we rely on the comforts of other people, we are no longer available for the comfort that only God can give.  When we are rescued prematurely by well-meaning family and friends from descending to the depths, we are, in effect, accepting lesser consolations.  Because God’s consolation and presence is known most completely when everything else has been stripped away.

We might say that in anything that truly matters, there is a necessary and inescapable time to go it alone.  A time, in the words of the Gospel lesson tonight, to be stripped of the long robes that hide who we truly are, a time to turn away from human accolades and refrain from long prayers, so that we can hear God more clearly in silence, humility, and the naked truth about who we really are.  To a certain point, we can be each other’s companions on the spiritual journey.  But there might well come a time when everything is taken away from us, we are completely alone, and only God is left.  That’s when we can discover our true life, our true identity, and our abundant wealth.  The widow had already entered that liminal time and space; and she put in everything she had to live on, because she knew the source of her true wealth, which was always with her.   

