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Praise for


Not Alone


“Not Alone is a rich, deeply textured book that seems to open like a blossom the further you get into it. First comes the fleshing out of an account featuring one of eleven widows from the Bible, enhanced by the author’s imagination. Then a first-person account from the widow herself, almost as if Miriam Neff had interviewed her. These pieces are infused with empathy and the sensitivity only another widow could have painfully gained. And Miriam follows each treatment of these courageous women with a thoughtful Bible study. Not for widows only, this is a revealing dip into Scripture from a woman who has treasured it most of her life. Miriam’s late husband Bob was one of the kindest and humblest men I ever knew. I couldn’t help thinking how pleased he must be at how she has channeled her grief into such effective ministry.”


—JERRY JENKINS, novelist and biographer, JerryJenkins.com


“When you experience great and sudden loss—like the death of a spouse—suffocating feelings of isolation can close in all around. Friends and neighbors shrink back, unsure of what to say or do, and couples aren’t certain how to include you in things. In a winsome and personal way, Miriam Neff helps the reader successfully navigate this difficult and complicated new world. It’s why I happily give a double thumbs-up to her new book Not Alone!”


—JONI EARECKSON TADA, Joni and Friends International Disability Center


“Not Alone is filled with unexpected surprises. Although you might think you are acquainted with these special women of the Bible, Miriam Neff lifts them out of their ancient context and transports them to our own day. We learn that trials can be expected but grace meets us in our disappointment, loneliness, and loss. Read it and share it with a friend!”


—DR. ERWIN and REBECCA LUTZER, The Moody Church


“Writing with the heart and experience of a widow, Miriam Neff has captured the struggles and heartache of widowhood as few others can do. Her insight into these eleven widows from the Bible will bring practical help and great comfort to those who have travelled this road, and give great insight to those of us who have many friends who are widows. This is a book of healing and hope for the often-overlooked widows in our world.”


—MARY LOWMAN, director of women’s ministries, The Moody Church, and founder of The Christian Working Woman radio ministry
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To the many widows who have told me their stories. Stories of murder and betrayal, as well as tender moments and blessings. You have broadened my understanding beyond my own experience. My compassion has grown. I trust that will be true for each person who reads this.









Introduction


Walk with me on the dusty road from Moab to Bethlehem. I am young, athletic, and hungry for a new life. And smart enough to look away and not make eye contact with the rugged ruffians on the path. My name is Ruth.


Walk with me as two of the king’s men escort me to an obscure entrance to his palace. My husband, my king’s elite soldier, is on the front lines of the battlefield. This escort makes no sense. Curiosity in my soul is crowded out. Dread grips my mind and then wraps its tentacles around my heart. I am Bathsheba.


Weep with me as I hear of the murder of my friends’ infant boys, all because King Herod wants my son dead. I feel as if a sword is piercing my soul! I remember a prophecy about my babe. Extreme joy mingled with terror. What next, Lord? My name is Mary.


Welcome, dear reader, to my world. Yes, these stories are fictionalized. Details added from my imagination, yet tethered to the truths in the Word. Each of these women gained my respect for characteristics we each wish for: courage, tenacity, generosity, compassion, competence. It just happens that they are all widows, as am I.


How did I start on this journey of first studying these women, admiring them, then teaching their stories, studying their context, and finally writing my fictionalized view of their lives?


It started in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. Several hundred young widows packed into an open-air church. My great desire as the speaker was for them to know how much God loved them and cared for them in their challenging circumstances. I taught from the stories of the widow of Zarephath and the widow and her pot of oil. These stories bridged the cultural divide of my life and theirs. Knowing I buried my husband, as had they, we shared the look of knowing, of mutual compassion.


I hungered to know more of the lives of these courageous women in the Word. So I studied, pored over maps, and imagined. I found myself disappearing into the lives of eleven women who lost their husbands. I entered their world, struggled to feel with them, understand what propelled them to be the kind of women they became. I wanted to be like them.


My desire for you, dear reader, is first that you enjoy the stories. Let these women earn your respect, then learn from them, as I have, that our circumstances do not define our destinations. Some today are referred to as adulterers, prostitutes, some unnamed and rarely held up as admirable women. I see them differently.


Their stories also reach into the lives of those not women or widows. Their examples, through extraordinary challenges, birthed boldness, industry, and courage in my own heart, and are in the most read book of all time.









ONE


GENEROUS


The Widow Who Gave Two Coins


Luke 21: 1-4


Tithes and offering time. Wealthy leaders loved this tradition. The large copper receptacle was moved front and center. Jewish leaders stood, shoulders back, and straightened their luxurious robes. Horns blared and the procession began. As each stepped up to the receptacle, he threw in large handfuls of valuable coins. Gifts from their wealth clanged loudly as many large coins rolled off the sides, making their noisy way to the bottom.


The most pompous, wishing to appear to be the most pious by the size of their gifts, maneuvered or manipulated their way to be first. Their coins resounded longer as they circled to the bottom of the receptacle. As coins filled the treasury, their resounding ring was shorter, landing on top of the filling copper receptacle, giving the giver fewer moments in the limelight.


One in particular bragged to his friends that his tithe was larger this time as his spice production was his greatest ever. He boasted of his most successful harvest of mint, dill, and cumin. The other Pharisees applauded his success, though some secretly felt there was a discrepancy somewhere. The truth of the matter, known by some in the community, was that this Pharisee, who was honor-bound to care for his aged father and mother, was neglecting them. In fact they were often hungry and cold. Yet their pride-filled son was lauded for his public generosity.


The wealthy teachers of the law offered their tithes and turned to walk back to their positions. Barely veiled arrogance showed on each face. Proud of their perceived intellectual wisdom, savoring their status in the synagogue, they relished the looks of gratitude and sometimes envy of those whose gifts were small.


Hovering at the back of the gathering was a widow. Her shoulders drooped and her clothing was threadbare. Losing her husband too soon had ushered her into poverty. Gleaning what was left over in fields, she sent her children to carry wood for the wealthy, or sweep the shop floors of the prosperous tradesmen, and they brought home whatever they could. She slipped out quietly. She had no tithe to offer, not now, and probably not ever.


The more she was shunned for her poverty in the neighborhood, the more heavily she leaned on God. She knew from stories of widows in the past that God had helped them in their deep distress. And now, she prayed, fervently, frequently, and desperately.


Just when there was not one more drop of oil or handful of grain to make a cake for her children, a shopkeeper would give her son an extra few handfuls of grain to take home. Or her daughter would come upon a swath of unharvested grain at the remote edge of some field. Scooping up the left-behind grain, her daughter raced home thrilled to help prepare dinner. Food for another day.


And this widow, whose name we don’t know, would gratefully thank God as she laid her tired head on her mat at night. “You know me. You see me. In my distress and disgrace, You alone have fed me and my children. I love you more today, Lord, than yesterday!”


And she would sleep, the deep sleep of peace, of acceptance of her new life.
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I had not had the courage to go through my husband’s things. A few worn robes—we never had wealth. A small bag with a few of his things, a carving knife his father gave him, I dared not open it, knowing a flood of tears would follow. Touching what he touched would be too painful.


Healing was slow. God became more precious. On the evening of my son’s twelfth birthday, I sensed a stirring in my soul that it was time to move forward in some way in this new life I neither expected nor chose. I spent the late afternoon talking with my children about their father. My son had more questions than usual. He seemed older than his years, concerned about matters of a young man, not a boy. I wished to have a special meal like the kind we enjoyed on special occasions when my husband was alive. We had no lamb or even figs or dates. We ate our simple cakes and thanked God.


Lying down on my mat that night, I realized that while talking of my beloved husband was a time of laughter and many tears, I was not troubled, but comforted by the events of the day. Talking of his habits, his favorite phrases, even his mannerisms, was good. I sensed the same in my children. It was as if talking of their dad was healing, freeing, allowing them to move forward.


It was time. I approached the corner where I hid them and reached under the coverlet, almost reverently collecting my husband’s tunic and the small bag he left. I wrapped myself in his tunic, almost imagining I could still breathe in his scent. I sat and allowed memories of him to flood over me like a gentle shower.


He farmed our small plot outside the walls, but that was not enough to sustain us. Others with more land hired him as a laborer. Times of planting, times of harvest, he rose before dawn and returned after dark exhausted, but content to know he was doing all he could. Rarely was he paid with money. I was grateful when he was given a lamb, grain, or oil. I was frugal. With the birth of our two children, they never lacked for enough to eat. Yet, they never had surplus. Just enough. Being given a lamb, it was tempting to slaughter it and enjoy meat. But we agreed to wait, to delay that satisfaction.


While I saw to the lamb’s health and growth, my children saw this animal as their playmate. Killing it was difficult. But reality meant we needed food. God continued to provide. Looking back I thought those were the best days of my life. I took the ordinary for granted.


In spite of my heart’s desire to replay those peaceful days, a scene forced itself against my will into my mind. My husband’s lifeless body wrapped in the coarse fabric of a poor man’s burial cloak. He had collapsed on the threshing floor of a wealthy landowner, immediately lifeless. His friends had gathered him into a cart and brought him quickly and directly to our small home.


Death was ever a part of life. I was not able to shield my children from that reality. They were clinging to me as the cart stopped at our door. Did his friends think he would suddenly rise and greet them? Did they think the familiarity of his home would shock him out of some strange trance? They carried him in and laid him on the floor. I hovered over him, cuddling his face in my hands. Even the touch of our children’s hands on his did not awaken him. Speechless, they shared the communion of mingled tears. If not for my children, I would have been powerless to act. But for them, I would rather have joined my precious husband in death.


I had to act. Rising, I asked my neighbor to watch the children. I helped lift my lifeless husband into the cart, carefully covering his face with the rough wrap. I settled in, cradling his head in my lap. As the cart jostled to the edge of the city, I held his shoulders, gently protecting him from crunching motions. I caressed the strong muscles of the man, my husband, my lover who had provided for me, had given me children, loved, indeed cherished me. I bent over him moving the wrap ever so gently from his face as if to feel him take a gentle breath. I willed my body and mind never to forget those last caresses. No breath. I tucked the wrap around his face with finality and straightened. We rode together out to where he would be buried among the poor.
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My chin bounced lightly on my chest, abruptly awakening me. Asleep, awake, no matter. I felt more comfort than pain reliving those memories. I wrapped his worn cloak more tightly around me and reached cautiously for the small bag he left.


Hesitantly I reached in, and began to examine the contents. I remembered the carving knife, a small whittled bowl, worn parchment with family names. Should I add our children’s names to the parchment? Thinking the bag empty, I heard a small noise as I dropped it on my mat. I reached back in, deep in a corner, and there were a few small coins. I was astonished! Grateful! They were not worth much, but it was something. I sensed God’s assurance more than I had ever experienced before; I will take care of you.


I fell asleep wrapped in my husband’s tunic. I dreamed of our simple wedding, our days together, our nights together. I dreamed of our delight at the births of our children. I felt the warmth of his body next to me. I dreamed of all the significant days of my life past. The small bag lay next to me on the mat.


The next day nothing had changed. I put my husband’s things tenderly back in the corner. Yet everything had changed.


In my poverty, I began to see those around me who were also poor. Overlooked, marginalized, I sensed compassion rising in my soul for those more desperate than I. In fact, one day as I was gleaning behind the harvesters in the field of a wealthy Pharisee, my daughter and I took note of an older woman bending slowly. With gnarled hands she gathered what she could. As we were about to leave the field at the same time, I approached her and asked if we could speak with her.


The old woman looked away in shame, but my offer to share our grain with her and even carry it to her home was an offer she could not refuse. We walked slowly together to a hovel not far from our own. Stepping inside to deliver the extra grain, we noted an old man lying on a mat. He turned his head to stare at us though watery eyes. Unlike our tiny home, this place was unkempt. Mats needed to be shaken in the sun. The odor caused our noses to burn. The old woman quickly motioned us back out the door as if ashamed for any to see her and her husband in their present state. She grasped us, muttering thanks as tears rolled down and dripped off her chin. It was as if poverty had carved crevices in her aged cheeks through which tears of pain could flow.


Inquiring about their circumstance at the well the next day, I learned they were the parents of a wealthy Pharisee. He was known as a hardhearted man who took advantage of any and all he could, caring only for himself. At one time my emotions would have flamed at the injustice. No more. I experienced it, had come to expect it, and realized that the plight of the poor, lack of justice and no mercy, was a common bond. I shared that bond with many, including the old woman and old man.


I asked my son that night to pronounce the blessing on our bread. We bowed in humble appreciation. My daughter bubbled over in describing the events of our day. She was troubled, yet filled with compassion for the old woman and man. My son listened. A lively discussion followed. Troubled by the old couple’s neglect, we knew we were powerless to change that proud son. Pharisees had great power. Better not to annoy them. We determined to do what we could.
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The next day the old woman was again gleaning near us. “May we come to your home again?” we asked. She tried to straighten her back and look into our faces. She would see only kindness there. My son met us at their door. We were welcomed in. My son, who knew of death from his father, gently lifted the old man and moved him to a different mat. We set about taking the mats, coverlets, and tunics outside and shook them. We swept the tiny floor and carried in a bit more water to wipe the forehead of the old man.


As my son gently lifted the old man and placed him on a fresh mat, a tear escaped the old man’s eye. He turned his head to hide his pain from this young stranger. Quicker than he could turn, my son gently wiped his tears, patted his sunken chest, and asked God to bless him with peace.
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Our little family rejoiced that night and felt the wealth of God’s blessing hovering over our home.


Days passed. A realization came to me. God had provided us with so much. I would give those coins, the only ones we possessed, back. At the next offering time, I would go forward and give back to Him who was loving us through each hardship.


So I did. With a sense of urgency, I entered through the women’s gate. A line was forming in the women’s court near one of the temple receptacles. Wealthy Pharisees were again at the front. I took my place at the end of the line. A strange and comforting sensation flooded me, directing me to look toward a group of men standing back from the line. The eyes of one in particular caught my attention. He gazed at me intently, as if he could read my life. His gaze was comforting, full of compassion. Could this be the prophet spoken of at the well? Some believed him to be an impostor, others the promised Messiah. Rather than being invasive, his look of knowledge was affirming.


No one’s look had ever penetrated my soul as his did. Not even my precious husband who knew me so well, trusted, and cared for me as best he could. Surely no one but the Messiah could see my life, understand my loss, and yet look at me as though I were worthy, capable, and precious.


I grasped the two coins. Gently rubbing one of them, I felt the imprint of the cornucopia, the horn of plenty with the pomegranate in the center. I knew I would never experience such lavish abundance on my table, nor ever even see such. But my contentment in that moment was overwhelming. Knowing God’s goodness without abundance in any material way in my life was greater than I ever imagined I could experience.


Taking the other coin, my thumb moved slowly over the anchor. I knew that symbolized the fleet of ships one wealthy high priest had owned. I knew I would never even see the sea. No matter. My children were growing strong, healthy, and more importantly, compassionate. Great wealth indeed.


Turning the coin, I felt the eight-rayed star. I delighted in looking up at night and seeing the starlit beauty that could not be captured on a coin. The benefit of mere metal coins was fleeting. The wealth I possessed could neither be taken from me nor even measured.


The trumpet sounded. The time for receiving tithes began. I looked as one Pharisee strode proudly to the coffer. I heard his name mentioned, the son of our new precious elderly friends. He dropped in handful after handful of large heavy coins. They jangled loudly through the jar to the bottom proclaiming his great generosity. He turned to walk back to his friends. He was the one! The proud son impressed his peers with his generosity. He “gave” to God without using a bit of it to care for his aging parents.


As I awaited my turn, I gave all thoughts of the Pharisee to my Lord. My thoughts turned instead to new ways I could serve the poor around me.


It was my turn. One foot in front of the other; walking up to the treasury jar was something I had never done. Yes, I felt eyes on me. Whether it was pity for my worn shawl or their knowledge that I was a widow, it did not matter. I drew my shawl a bit more over my face. Simply standing in front of that receptacle, recognizing that my God would receive my tiny gift, inspired me to stand tall. I clutched the coins, pressed them to my lips whispering my husband’s name, and thanking God, I released them gladly. Only two coins clanged their short way, a small noise to be sure. But I felt even more closely the presence of my much loved Lord. I turned and walked back, light of step, and full in heart.
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Little did she know the very Son of God, the Son of the One to whom she prayed daily, was watching her.


And more, He called those He was training to Him, pointing to her. Throughout the centuries, though no one would know her name, she would become an example of generosity to millions.


Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others.”


STUDY GUIDE


LUKE 21: 1-4


Generosity. Do you ever feel that what you give is small compared to the resources others give? I certainly do. I’m tempted to shrink in generosity, believing I don’t make a difference. Jesus says otherwise. One of his teachable moments with his followers occurred when, in Jewish tradition during worship, each person walked to the receptacle where tithes and offerings were deposited. Front and center, conspicuous, the offerings of all were watched and heard.


We don’t know her name. Her shoulders may have been sagging and her clothing worn. But a widow gave all she had. And she became famous down through the ages for her generosity.


Her action, highlighted by Jesus, is worthy of following as an example.


           As Jesus looked up, he saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury. He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. “Truly I tell you,” he said, “this poor widow has put in more than all the others. All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on” (Lk. 21: 1-4).
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                Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a few cents.


                Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others” (Mk. 12: 41-43).


STUDY QUESTIONS


           1.    Why did Jesus choose this widow as an example of generosity?


           2.    Besides money, what other resources did believers in the Old and New Testaments give to God?


           3.    What temptations do we who have little face?


           4.    What temptations do we who have much face?


THINKING IT OVER


The Bible says much about money. Here are a few examples.


Enjoy what you have with a grateful heart.


                Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment (I Tm. 6: 17).


Love God, not stuff.


                Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you” (Heb. 13: 5).


Provision begins in the family.


                Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their own household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever (I Tm. 5:8).


           Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former (Mt. 23: 23).


It all belongs to God.


                Honor the LORD with your wealth, with the first fruits of all your crops (Prov. 3: 9).


           The earth is the Lord’s, and all that is in it, the world and all who live in it (Ps. 24: 1).


           Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law (Rom. 13: 8).


Establish your income and then determine how you will spend it.


           Put your outdoor work in order and get your fields ready; after that, build your house (Prov. 24: 27).


PERSONAL APPLICATION


1. Recount some of the blessings you are enjoying today.


2. In what ways can you give back to God, or “pay it forward” helping someone else in need?









TWO


FOCUSED


The Widow at Zarephath


Part I—I Kings 17: 8-16


Her shoulders sagged as she bent and picked up sticks to make her final meal fire. Drought ravaged the land. She and her son would soon die of starvation. But not today. She had oil and flour for one more meal. People walked past her to the nearby water well. To them, she was invisible. After all, she was a widow. A few more sticks and she’d be on her way home. Out of sight of those who ignored her anyway. But she’d treasure this last meal with her son.


Keturah’s mind replayed the turmoil of the past years that brought her to this place. She grew up here in Zarephath, a sleepy town on the sea. The coastal road brought travelers through it, but few stayed. Tyre, a maritime trading port and Sidon, a merchant destination, offered opportunity.


Her family’s home was large enough to serve as an inn to travelers passing through. She learned the tasks of inn keeping: washing bedding, baking loaves to sell to their clients, purchasing oil at the market. Keturah was always curious. She loved to listen to the traveling tales their guests told at the evening meal time. As a teenaged girl, it would be inappropriate for her to sit with them as her father did. But she could listen as she served, observe their ways, and wish for a bigger life.


Between tasks she walked to the seaside, precious moments of solitude and dreaming. What could life be like if she lived in the city? She drank in the scent of the sea, felt its spray on her face, and longed for more in life.


Four merchants would be staying this evening, which meant today would be a day of washing bedding and shopping in the market for more produce. Each day seemed too much like the one before. But tonight’s group would prove to be a bit different.
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I brought fresh loaves to the table. As I listened to their conversations, there were apparently three generations here and a young merchant. It was hard not to gaze too long at him. My heart skipped a beat as he caught my glance and held my gaze as well.


Mollusks, wool, purple dye. I’d heard these topics before, but hearing this young merchant speak of them, they suddenly were much more interesting topics than before. Somehow I knew he had a curious mind also. Their conversation was lively. They were anticipating success in the markets at Tyre in the coming days.


Cleaning the table after they had gone to the upper rooms for the night, I hoped to see him again. His name was Laban.


I began to dream of what it would be like to be loved, to marry. While I knew that was my family’s expectation, I had never really thought about it, until I saw Laban.


A few days later my father entered the kitchen at midday. His news must be unusual as he avoided our area of bustle, heat, and chatter as any man would. He motioned for my mother and me to join him in the courtyard.


“The merchants from Tyre will be here again tonight,” he stated simply as a matter of fact, and then looked at me as if trying to discern my thoughts. “They would like you to join us, Keturah. Laban’s cousin, uncle, and great uncle would like to make your acquaintance.”


I felt out of place in my best tunic sitting at the table with the merchants. In fact, they asked little of me, but rather inquired of my father about my training. They seemed surprised I knew so much about Tyre and trading there. I was thankful for my curious mind and all I had learned as an innkeeper’s daughter listening to the travelers passing through.


I was grateful my father taught me to keep the parchments of our inn’s transactions. Laban took special note of that as well. The evening passed too quickly. I slept, willing myself to never forget the face of Laban, the most handsome young man I ever met.


The months following that evening were a blur. Shortly thereafter, Laban’s family proposed our marriage to my father. I read his heart through his eyes. He would have preferred I marry someone in our village. What father wants to see his eldest move to a bustling city, foreign in so many ways, with dangers uncommon to Zarephath? But it would be a good life, a secure life. This merchant group was successful.


Our wedding proved to be quite the event for Zarephath. My father brought our inn to its finest hour. Repaired, polished, the courtyard brushed, and plants nurtured to appear their best for the occasion. My mother and her friends outdid themselves with platters of figs, dates, and wine as if they were expecting an army. Two lambs were butchered and there was no end to loaf baking.


Laban’s relatives filled our inn and all other rooms in our tiny town. I hardly remember the ceremony. But I’ll never forget my first night with Laban. I wanted nothing more in life than to bask in his love and give back to him as much pleasure as he gave me.


I took little with me to Tyre. My mother did insist on my taking an oil pot we used daily. I took it to the market countless times to buy oil. Carrying it home was a satisfying, short journey. Soon the oil mixed with ground wheat filled our home with the smell of fresh loaves baking. Yes, this familiar pot traveled with me to my new home.


Life in Tyre was exciting, more than I ever dreamed. Laban and I had small quarters in the commercial section, little more than a closet behind a trading area. With heads nearly touching over the small table in our cramped space, we pored together over the parchments of his fledgling business. Most of his time was spent working with his cousin in the family business. But I sensed his passion to be his own. Wealth did not drive him. Challenge, adventure, success in a new thing kept him dreaming, and us working as a team for hours while others slept.


Laban proved to be a successful merchant in his own right. While his relatives were a source of wisdom and introductions, Laban’s instincts served him well. He became a successful mollusk trader. He acquainted himself with the seamen who went to the deeper areas where the more rare and valuable mollusks could be found. He learned what bait they used to suspend from their floats. He learned that the volume of mollusks needed meant partnerships among small groups, or investment in many boats.


I relished hearing the conversations in the shop, learned, and began to dream with Laban about what could be.
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