Mark 12:38-44 – The 23rd Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe
Balloon boy! It was a story that captured the headlines just three weeks ago. A large homemade balloon broke away from its tether in the little boy’s backyard near Denver, Colorado. Frantic calls to 911 implied that the boy could be in the balloon. Helicopters took off to track the balloon. Planes were diverted from Denver International Airport. NORAD got involved to estimate the balloons likely trajectory. The major news networks picked up the story and the nation was riveted by the non-stop coverage wondering if the little boy could survive. When the balloon finally came down, as all balloons do, there was no one in the balloon. A collective sigh of relief became a question, where was the little boy. He was soon found hiding in the garage attic at home. When asked later in an interview with CNNs Wolf Blitzer why he didn’t come out when he was called, the little boy turned to his Dad and said, “You guys said we did it for the show.” We did it for the show. “Out of the mouths of babes” the truth comes out. It seems as if the parents were looking for a publicity stunt to help get them on a reality TV show. It was the local sheriff who summed up the whole thing. When asked to explain the money and hours spent looking for the boy, the sheriff sighed: “They put on a good show for us, and we bought it.”
I thought of this story as I read our gospel lesson. In Mark’s gospel Jesus had entered Jerusalem and cleansed the temple. His authority was challenged by the religious leaders and Jesus pushed back by denouncing them. “Beware of the scribes who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets! They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers.” For the sake of appearance. We did it for the show. It’s not hard to imagine Jesus critical of the Pharisees, questioning their motives and the sincerity of their religion. 
And then we have this interesting little story. Jesus watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. He noticed the rich people putting in large sums. Were they doing it for the show, or out of a deep gratitude to God. We aren’t told. And then a poor widow came and put in two small copper coins worth a penny. This was a teachable moment for Jesus, so he pointed it out to his disciples. Did you notice that poor widow. She put in more than all the others. For they all gave out of their abundance, “but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” 
Many people have commented on this story over the years. They say that Jesus is teaching us about the true measure of a gift. The true measure of a gift is… 
· not how much is given but how much remains behind. 
· the percentage of one's means which the gift represents. 
· the self-denial involved, the cost for the giver. 

Many people feel that Jesus is holding up this poor widow as a model for faithful stewardship. Jesus is telling us here that it is not the amount one gives that matters, but the spirit in which the gift is given. The widow’s gift can reflect many different attitudes, like self-offering, self-forgetfulness, unquestioning surrender, total commitment, devotion to God's call, gratitude, generosity, humility, trust in God to provide for one's need, detachment from possessions. These are all good qualities for a faithful steward.
When I learned that I was supposed to preach this weekend and that this was my text I thought it was a pretty good one to keep our capital campaign rolling. I am truly amazed at what has happened in the last half year and how God has provided to meet our needs as a congregation. We have been waiting for years to purchase the properties to the west. And not only have they all suddenly become available, but God has said to us that we need to think bigger. Instead of three homes we need five. And now the city has given permission to vacate the street, giving us additional room for parking. We need a campaign to raise money for that.
So what would a stewardship sermon on the widow’s penny go like. We all can learn from the widow, whether we are rich or poor or somewhere in between. We all need to chip in. The size of the gift doesn’t matter as much as the spirit it is given in. Some will be able to do more. And we need them to do more. Some will do less. Everyone’s gift and participation is important whether it is a million dollars or a penny. And we need everyone to participate. It is troubling to learn that last year half the families in the church made no contribution to this ministry. We need everyone to pitch in no matter the size of the gift. Amen. Here ends the first stewardship sermon.
But there is something else in this story that troubles me. Jesus warned about the scribes who “devour widow’s houses.” This poor widow gave all she had to live on. What kind of an institution would make such demands on someone? It says that she had two coins. Why wouldn’t she just give one and keep the other? Part of me would love to go up to this widow and say, keep your money. Use it to live on. In fact, wouldn’t it be great to reach into the treasury and pull some money out to give her and help her out? Even better why not start a program to help the poor widows in the community. We could call it “Necessities for Widows.”
We know that there are people today who prey on the elderly. It reminds me of my own mother who was a widow for twenty years. In her later years as she became less clear in her thinking would receive solicitations in the mail, groups asking her for money. Often the letters came looking like a bill. My mother would open the letter and the first thing she would think is that she had to pay this. We found out later that she had given a certain organization tens of thousands of dollars. Was my mother taken advantage of? Yes! But that doesn’t change the fact that Mom had a heart of gold. She was generous to a fault. She gave because of her faith. Like the widow she trusted in God to provide. Do you trust in God to provide? 
In our gospel text the widow gave a penny. The rich gave large sums. The question for us today is- how much should you and I give? You will never hear this church tell you how much to give. That is something between you and God. But some of the best advice I have ever heard comes from the famous Christian author, C. S. Lewis. He writes something that makes a lot of sense to me. “I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe rule is to give more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, luxuries, amusements, etc., is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own, we are probably giving away too little. If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I should say they are too small. There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot do because our charitable expenditure excludes them.”
We all have something to learn from this widow. She gave all she had to live on. Literally it says that she gave her life. No wonder Jesus noticed her. Because in just a few days Jesus too would give his all, his life, for you and me. Amen.
