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Mark 12:38-44

“What Do You Have To Offer?”
For many regular church-goers, this story about the poor widow who gave her last two coins to the temple is well known.  Affectionately referred to as “the widow’s mite”, we may have learned this story as kids in Sunday School or as adults heard many stewardship sermons based on this story.  As such, the story is weighed down by all of the baggage we bring to it.  And my guess is for many of you, myself included, that baggage is weighed down by guilt because we know beyond a shadow of a doubt that we could not follow the widow’s example and give away everything we have. 

Today, I want you to set aside your guilt.  If possible, I want you to set aside everything you’ve ever learned about this story and all of the feelings you bring to it.  Set them aside, put them in a basket, and tuck that basket away on the upper shelf of your closet-the one you can’t reach-the one that holds all of that stuff you own but can’t see.  That’s where I want you to store your knowledge and opinions and feelings about this story.
Because this sermon is not about making you feel guilty that you can’t follow the widow’s lead and give away everything you own.  This is not a guilt trip sermon.

Nor is this sermon one that begs you to be more like the widow.  God likes you just how you are, so don’t worry that you need to be more like her.  During the course of this sermon I want you to be just who you are.  Because the focus of this sermon is you-not the person you aspire to be or the person you think you should be but you-the person you are right here, right now.

So let’s get back to that story.  I want you to imagine Jesus, sitting in the temple courtyard.  It’s crowded and noisy and bustling with activity.  People are coming and going, selling their wares, buying other goods, and making their offering to the temple.  In the midst of the hustle and bustle, Jesus is trying to teach the disciples and other passers-by.  He’s warning them about the pious religious leaders who like to sit in the best seats of the house and want to be paid respect, even though they act like scoundrels to the people who show them such respect.  Think back to the Godfather movies, and how the people treated the Dom with respect and called him godfather, but then in the next scene the don stabbed them in the back-literally-and you have  good idea of the scribes in Jesus’ day.  Not all of the scribes, but many of them acted in a similar manner.

After Jesus warns the people about the scribes, he sits down to watch the crowd.  As if on cue, in walks a poor widow who deposits two small coins into the temple offering plate.  She leaves the scene as quickly as she entered but not before Jesus can point her out to the disciples.  It’s at this time that he makes his comment about the widow’s offering.  “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury.  For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”

Now, I want you to notice what Jesus does not do in this passage.  Jesus does not-contrary to what we may think or were taught-Jesus does not praise the woman for giving her last two coins.  No where does Jesus say “thank you” to the woman for her donation or put her on a pedestal.  Notice, also, that Jesus does not condemn the rich people who put in large sums of money.  If you take his statement at face value, he doesn’t have a judgment one way or the other on the situation.
What he does do is point out the obvious-that the woman, proportionately speaking, gave more than the rich people gave.  As someone remarked:
The statement is simply one of those observations on life that needs to be said from time to time, and when it is said one would expect that virtually all would agree with it. 
It’s the commentators who have taken the story a step further to say that we should be more like the widow, because it’s easy to critique the scribes for their ostentatious religious practices and praise the widow for her faithful service.  It’s easy to condemn the scribes and put the widow on a pedestal.  But Jesus doesn’t put the rich donors in the wrong.  He simply points out that the poor widow gave all she had.  
What most preachers fail to point out about the story, especially those of us who use this story for stewardship sermons, is that in the next verse Jesus tells the disciples that the temple is going to be destroyed.  That’s right, the very temple the woman is giving her money to-all of her money-is going to be destroyed.
Now, are we really supposed to put this woman on a pedestal, knowing that she’s throwing her money away?  

If your neighbor or best friend or parent or child or spouse was going to invest money in a losing proposition, would you hold them up on a pedestal?  No, you wouldn’t.  If any of us could have looked into a crystal ball last year and foretold the demise of AIG and Lehman’s Brothers, we would have divested quickly and we would have told other people to divest, too.

But Jesus, apparently knowing that the temple is going to be destroyed, lets the woman deposit her entire net worth into the temple treasury.  Which begs the question, why?  Why would he do that?  Why wouldn’t he stop her?

The reason, I think, he didn’t stop her is because he saw himself in her.  She reminded him of himself.  This little convo Jesus has with the disciples and random passers-by, is the last one he’ll have in public.  In four days, he’ll be dead.  When he leaves the temple that day, his mission is over.  He’ll have given up his own copper coins; he, too, will have withheld nothing from God.

The widow offers us a glimpse into what Jesus is about.  He’s on his way to giving “the whole of his life” for the sake of the world, even though the world is corrupt and tarnished and looks a lot like the temple to which the woman gave her money.
Neither Jesus’ nor the widow’s actions make much sense to us, which could be one reason we always put a simplistic spin on the story.  It’s easy to put the woman on a pedestal where she represents for us more than we can give or imagine ourselves giving.  When someone is on a pedestal, they’re out of reach.  Which leaves us marveling at the person and the great sacrifice she made.
Which is how we like.  After all, sacrifices are normally best when someone else is doing them.  We marvel at Mother Teresa, at teachers in tough inner-city schools, and  injured soldiers or the families of slain soldiers-most recently those at Fort Hood.  We lift them up where they are distinct and distant form our daily routines, where we can focus on their giving and consequently, the inadequacy of ours.

But, as I told you at the beginning, this is not a sermon about making you feel guilty.  Because, quite frankly, that’s the easy way out.  And our guilt doesn’t change anything.  It doesn’t do anyone, any good to focus on what we cannot do and then to feel guilty about it.  So let’s refrain from focusing on our own inadequacies and instead focus on what we can offer.  Instead of focusing on the widow and her sacrifice, we’re going to focus on the two coins and what we can offer.
Stop imaging yourself as the widow and instead, imagine yourself as the two coins.  Your life is an offering to God.  What are you going to do with it?  What are you going to do right now, today, with who you are and what you have?  What do you have to offer?  What can you do this week, or this month, to make a difference?  And don’t worry if it doesn’t make any sense.  On the face of it, Jesus’ gift didn’t make any sense either.  Most good gifts don’t make any sense.  Think back to the wonderful, unexpected gifts you’ve received.  Sometimes those are the best of gifts.  What gift can you offer to others?
I once heard a true story about a church that runs a soup kitchen on Sundays, and hands out sack lunches on Saturdays in a park downtown. One Saturday, Charlie, a regular, pulled a tattered wallet out of his pocket and started digging through ragged pieces of paper. Finally, he pulled out a well-worn coupon for a Butterball turkey. "You've helped me out so much, I want you to have this," Charlie said to the volunteer. The expiration date on the coupon was that day. The volunteer took it to a local grocery, and redeemed it for a big frozen turkey. Charlie's generosity meant 100 hungry men, women and children will have hot turkey soup one Sunday. 
One small coupon made the difference for 100 people.  Charlie’s offering wasn’t big, but it made big impact.  

John Wesley was once asked what one person could do on behalf of the kingdom of God.  He answered:

Do all the good you can,

In all the ways you can,

In all the places you can,

At all the times you can,

To all the people you can,

As long as ever you can.

There was once a poor widow who did just that.  What do you have to offer?.

Amen.

