23rd Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 27
November 8, 2009

1 Kings 17:8–16;  Hebrews 9:24–28

Mark 12:38–44

38In his teaching [Jesus] said,  “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes and like greetings in the marketplaces 39 and have the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 40 who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.”

41And he sat down opposite the treasury and watched the people putting money into the offering box. Many rich people put in large sums. 42And a poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which make a penny. 43And he called his disciples to him and said to them,  “Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. 44 For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”
PSALM 146
1 
Praise the LORD! Praise the LORD, O my soul! 

2 
I will praise the LORD while I live; 

I will sing praises to my God while I have my being. 

3 
Do not trust in princes, 

In mortal man, in whom there is no salvation. 

4 
His spirit departs, he returns to the earth; 

In that very day his thoughts perish. 

5 
How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, 

Whose hope is in the LORD his God, 

6 
Who made Heaven and Earth, 

The sea and all that is in them;   Who keeps faith forever; 
7 
Who executes justice for the oppressed; 

Who gives food to the hungry.  The LORD sets the prisoners free. 

8 
The LORD opens the eyes of the blind; 

The LORD raises up those who are bowed down;   The LORD loves the righteous; 

9 
The LORD protects the strangers; 

He supports the fatherless and the widow, 

But He thwarts the way of the wicked. 

10 
The LORD will reign forever, 

Your God, O Zion, to all generations.   Praise the LORD!

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Well this is kind of awkward.  

It’s Stewardship Sunday, that one Sunday of the church year when those who want can bring forth closed pledges for the coming year of stewardship, but it happens to be the 23rd Sunday after Pentecost, and the reading appointed for that Sunday happens to be the account of the widow and her mite.

This is kind of awkward.  

Add to that the complaint sometimes heard that all the church ever talks about is money.  Whether or not the complaint is true—for the Lord’s service throughout the year begins with the Invocation of the Lord’s Name, then moves to receiving Absolution for all our sin, then moves to the reading of our Lord’s Word, then moves to confessing the Creed, then to the proclamation of salvation in the sermon, then, after the sermon, moves to the voice of the church interceding for the church, for all her members, and for our neighbors and nation, then moves the gift of the Body and Blood that forgives us of our sin and sanctifies the church, then moves to sending us home with the blessing of the Benediction on our heads—we haven’t heard a whole lot from our Lord about money in all of this; much more we’ve heard our Lord cleansing us and bestowing gifts.  

Nevertheless, we can’t deny that the charge is heard that all the church ever talks about is money, and here we are hearing Jesus talk about the widow giving her offering:

“Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. 44 For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”


[Mark 12:44]


This is going to be a bit awkward.

How do you build a stewardship program on that?  How would the stewardship program be structured, after all?

Stewardship question one: How much money should you give?

Answer: As much as the widow gave.

Stewardship question two: Should you give proportionally?

Answer: No, give as much as the widow gave—all.

Stewardship question three: Should you tithe?

Answer: No, don’t tithe.  The Pharisees tithed, and Jesus condemned them.  Instead of tithing, give like the widow.

Stewardship question four: Should you plan your giving?

Answer: No.  Just do what the widow did.  How much planning does it take to reach in your pocket and pull out all?

Last stewardship question: Should I increase my giving from last year.

Answer: Of course not.  How can you increase if you don’t have anything left anyway?


Obviously, the widow and her mite are not going to work real well as a stewardship program.

Stewardship programs have a way of asking questions or giving guidelines, even of manipulating or coercing into the desired response.  

It would seem that widow would not have understood any reasonable stewardship program.  What proportion of your income did you give, Miss Widow?  Are you going to increase your giving next year, Miss Widow?  Are you sure you’re giving sacrificially, Miss Widow?

Would the widow understand any of those questions?  Is her offering based on any kind of math that we know of?

From what kind of math do you get the answer of all, everything, totality, nothing left out?

That’s not math.  For math knows how to divide things up, how to measure out, how to do proportions, and to count.

The widow, she apparently didn’t know how to do math, or do proportions, and to count out and be careful, even stingy.

How much offering are you going to give, Miss Widow?

Jesus said,

“Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. 44 For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”
How do you build a stewardship program on what Jesus has given us here?  Maybe you can’t build a stewardship program, but you can build a life.

Jesus is not here speaking of how to give money in the church.  He is speaking of how we stand before God.  Mark 12:38:

“Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes and like greetings in the marketplaces 39 and have the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 40 who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.”
When the trust is in the things of this world, in how we stand before man according to our own earthly accomplishments, we stand before God condemned.  The Law at work—Psalm 146:3:

Do not trust in princes, 

In mortal man, in whom there is no salvation. 

His spirit departs, he returns to the earth; 

In that very day his thoughts perish. 

When we trust in anything of man, any accomplishments, by the Law, we are condemned, we stand in the death.

But standing before God without any of the defenses of this world, without any of the counting up and showing forth of our human accomplishments—being made to stand before God only in total impoverishment, as did the widow, that is life.  For then we see the God who is there for us not to make demands and control with measurements, not to put us under the coercion of structures and programs, but the God is there for us to cleanse us and bestow life.

This is the Lord we sang of in Psalm 146, the Lord 

Who made Heaven and Earth, 

The sea and all that is in them; 

Who keeps faith forever; 

Who executes justice for the oppressed; 

Who gives food to the hungry. 

The LORD sets the prisoners free. 

 
The LORD opens the eyes of the blind; 

The LORD raises up those who are bowed down; 

The LORD loves those he has declared righteous. 


This is why the widow was so terrible with her math, and so ready to be done with her mite: She had hers eyes on the Lord who declared her to be righteous, and that is the Lord who made all of Heaven and Earth, and who feeds the hungry according to his good will.

If there was a woman being described by Psalm 146, she was that woman.  She did not trust in princes, nor in the things of mortal man, in whom there is no salvation, but she was blessed, for she found her help in the God of Jacob, her hope and faith were in the Lord God, and the widow’s singing could be found in verse 2 of Psalm 146:

I will praise the LORD while I live; 

I will sing praises to my God while I have my being. 
To live according to the Law, to live by counting and measuring, to live according to wealth and accomplishments belonging to man, that’s not life, but is to live in death.   Psalm 146:4: In that very day, the man’s plans perish—death.

But to live knowing that you belong to the Lord, knowing that he cleanses you and makes you his, is to live knowing that there is nothing of mortal man worth holding onto, and is to live in life.

While we are living under the Law, while we are counting things up, while we retaining sins and measuring people’s lives to see how well they’ve done, we are living in the realm of death, perishing as the Psalm puts it.

v. 4:
I will praise the LORD while I live.
There is the gift of life.  While we are living from the Gospel, while we are as bad at counting as was the widow, while we are freely and abundantly releasing sins and comforting others with the Gospel, while the Lord is turning us from the futility of mortal man and to the kindness and grace of the Man Christ Jesus, to the forgiveness of our sin, we are in life, and life eternal:

While I live,

says the Psalmist,
I will praise the Lord. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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