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Mark 12:38-44

“What Do You Have To Offer?”
For many people, 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.  But chances are greater that as adults we have 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 even more with guilt because we know with all our heart that we can not follow the widow’s example and give away everything we have.  Because the woman literally gives away her two last pennies to the temple. 

Today, I want you to set aside your guilt.  Set it aside.  If you didn’t give up guilt for Lent, now is a good time to do so!  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 and comes toppling down on your head when you start pulling that basket off the shelf.  You know the one I’m talking about!  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.  It’s Tuesday of Holy Week, which is the longest day in Mark’s story of Jesus’ final week.  About 2/3 of Jesus’ day is spent arguing with the temple authorities and their associates, which should come as no surprise.  On Sunday he made a big show of entering Jerusalem, which incited the crowds and ignited the authorities.  On Monday he entered the temple and threw out all the money changers, which for all intents and purposes shut down the temple.  And now on Tuesday he’s calling the scribes out for their bad behavior.

Jesus is doing this in the temple courtyard, which was the large, open air section of the temple where people taught, sold their wares, bought goods, made their offerings to the temple, and generally hung out.  Since it’s Passover it would have been teeming with people, probably 2-3 times more people than what the city can hold.     
In the midst of all of this hustle and bustle, Jesus is trying to teach the disciples and other passers-by.  He’s warning them about the pious religious leaders, the scribes, who like to sit in the best seats of the house and want to be paid respect, even though they act like scoundrels.  They “devour widows’ houses”, Jesus says.  By devouring widows’ houses, Jesus is referring to the scribes’ practice of selling a widow a house they know she can’t afford and then foreclosing on her when she can’t repay her loan.   Essentially, what the scribes were doing is the same thing some lenders were doing a few years ago that has led to so many foreclosures today. 

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 wealthier people who put in a proportionately lesser amount.  

What he does do is point out the obvious-that the woman, proportionately speaking, gave more than the others did.  As someone remarked:
Jesus’ 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 commend the widow for her sacrifice.  It’s the preacher who wants you to do as the widow has done who holds her up as a model for giving.  It is the scribe who lifts himself up by putting others down who puts her on a pedestal.  Not Jesus.  Because Jesus knows, as does Mark, that the widow is giving all that she has to an institution that is going to be utterly destroyed.      
Yes, you heard me correctly.  The widow has been duped by the religious establishment.  

In the very 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.  You’d tell them to invest their money elsewhere.
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 did he do that?  Why didn’t he stop her?

The reason, I think, is because he saw himself in her.  She reminded him of himself.  Metaphorically speaking, in four short days, he’ll have given up his own copper coins; he, too, will have withheld nothing from God.  He, too, will have offered his entire life to God.

You see, the widow is much more than a disciple.  She is a Christ-like figure.  She 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.
And that, my friends, doesn’t make much sense to us which is probably why we make this story out to be much simpler than it is.  It’s easy to put the woman on a pedestal where she represents more than we can give or imagine ourselves giving.  Because then she is out of reach, and when someone or something is out of reach we only need to marvel at them from afar.
Which is how we like it.  After all, when we marvel from afar at people like Mother Teresa or Martin Luther King Jr., or even the widow, we keep them at arm’s length, far from our daily routines, in a place where we can’t possibly incorporate what they did into our daily routines, our daily lives.
But that’s not what stewardship is.  Stewardship isn’t a guilt trip laid on you once or twice that makes you feel guilty about what you cannot do.  Stewardship, at its most simplest and basic form, is everything we do for others.  It is the next step in loving our neighbors, which we heard about last week.  And it’s not only what we do here in church when we teach or lead Sunday School, or serve on committees or the Session or a worship team or spearhead groups or sing in the choir or the many other things you all do.  Stewardship is also everything we do outside for the church when we help people or groups or the causes we cherish.  Stewardship is helping your neighbor, or leading a Boy Scout or girl scout troop or being a member of the Rotary Club or the United Way team captain at work.  Stewardship is voting or e-mailing your legislature when you’re concerned about something.  Stewardship is everything we say and do after we say believe for the causes and people we support and care about.  It’s a part of who we are, and it helps us to know more deeply what we care about.
And yes, stewardship is also what we do with our money, because how we spend our money is a reflection of what we care most deeply about.  Our bank statements, our credit card statements, our household budgets and yes our church budget reflect what we value the most.  

I don’t know what the woman valued most when she gave her last two coins to the temple, but I do believe that when Jesus gave himself he was telling the world that what he valued the most-and what God values the most- is a life that is lived in such a way that our offering, our coins, are shared for the sake of others.
So today we are going to stop comparing ourselves to the widow, and instead place ourselves in the position of the two coins.  You are the two coins.  Your life is an offering to God.  What are you going to do with it?  As Peter Gomes said, “You are asked in the time that you have to use wisely what you have been given for the kingdom of God.  That means you must consider not only how you spend your time but how you spend your money, and how you use your talent as well.”

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?  Because all of us have a gift to offer.
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.

