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 As I stand here before you in my long robe, amid this marketplace, with my best 

seat here in the sanctuary, saying my long prayers, I find it such a strange coincidence 

that this specific passage in Mark appears in our lectionary reading right around 

Stewardship season in the church.  The lectionary is a 3-year cycle of Scripture readings 

that many of us preachers use to work their way through the church year.  Every Sunday 

there is an Old Testament reading, a Psalm, a Gospel reading, and a New Testament 

reading.  While this is a helpful tool for going through the seasons of the church, with 

certain passages aligning with certain themes and events, I can’t help but wonder if the 

placement of this text here in this month doesn’t feed into the very hypocrisy that Jesus 

is preaching and teaching against.  Reading this story of the over-generous, self-giving 

widowed woman who puts all she has into the temple’s treasury is perhaps a way for 

those of us with long robes, the best seats, saying elegant prayers to be justified in 

asking for more and more money from those who have none.  So let’s dig deeper into 

our deliberately placed lectionary reading. 

 Our Gospel reading is two different stories – the first a condemnation of the 

practice of the scribes at that time, and the second an example of a widowed woman 

putting all her money into the temple’s offering plate.  The one connection between the 
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two is the widow – first talked about generically as a category of people who were 

mistreated and then specifically as a woman who acted out of overwhelming generosity.  

 At that time widows were especially vulnerable people; they were not viewed as 

being able to manage finances so the societal structures of the time required a man to do 

that for them.  The scribes took on this role as their financial advisors, but often took 

more than their fair share to compensate for their work.  So, in public, the scribes would 

act as if they were caretakers, looking out for this vulnerable group of people, even 

praying long, elaborate prayers for them, but behind the scenes, they were flat out 

stealing from them.  And without any social status or power, these women were helpless 

and had no recourse. 

 With the background stage set; with Jesus condemning the scribes for this 

deceitful practice, we watch as one of these victims, one of these widows, comes to the 

temple and puts everything she has left – two small copper coins – into the treasury.  

Jesus notes that although many others are putting in a much greater amount, she is 

actually putting in more because she is giving all she has.  This story may be taken 

differently when read, say, in the spring during the Lenten season, but here, in the 

middle of November, we preachers are likely to focus on the selflessness of the widow 

who gave everything to the church.  Her action is set up as the mark towards which we 

aim, knowing that none of us will ever really give everything we have to the church, but 

thinking that we really should, and if we were better Christians; more faithful; more 

obedient, we would.  Our conclusion using this interpretation just makes us all leave the 
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text feeling poorly about ourselves, because of how much we are all missing this mark.  

But, well, perhaps the guilt will at least have us increase our donation a little bit. 

But there may be something else going on here that I’d like us to explore.  One 

issue with drawing the conclusion that Jesus is promoting the giving of one’s entire 

bank account to the temple treasury is that Jesus was often speaking out against the 

religious institution.  Rather than uplifting its policies, standards, and regulations, Jesus’ 

voice was often one of protest.  Whether it was healing on the Sabbath, overturning the 

tables of the money changers, or challenging the notion that people could be unclean 

and untouchable, Jesus was often the voice of dissent, reacting against the religious 

practices that valued piety and rules over compassion and justice.  And notice that Jesus 

was sitting opposite the treasury, watching from the outside; from a distance.  He wasn’t 

right beside it or tending to it. 

So perhaps Jesus’ reaction to the widowed woman giving all she had was an 

observation that not only is this woman being cheated out of her inheritance by the 

scribes, but now she is being asked to give what little she does have to the temple.  The 

Jesus we have been learning about in Mark’s Gospel was much more concerned with 

individuals’ well-being, taking care of the down-trodden, and uplifting the lowly than he 

was abiding by religious law.  We would imagine he would prefer to show this woman 

grace and give her a break over and rather than prioritize the importance being a law-

abiding worshipper.  We would imagine that Jesus would show the woman leniency 
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over strict adherence to the rules, especially when we were just reminded of how 

widows are taken advantage of and stolen from. 

Instead of an example of faith or trust or righteousness, perhaps Jesus is lifting 

this widow’s action up as an act of pure generosity that is unattached to the actual 

actions of the temple.  Her action may actually be disengaged from what was going on 

in the temple, and rather than an investment in its success, maybe her donation stemmed 

from her own desire to be generous and giving even when she didn’t have much to give.  

Because of Jesus’ past run-ins with the temple authorities and temple practices, it seems 

unlikely that he would be urging these worshippers to be giving all they had to its 

treasury. 

So what was going on when that woman gave her donation?  Where was her heart 

as she dropped those two meager coins into the coffers?  Was her motivation duty – 

abiding by the requirement to give to the treasury?  Was her motivation generosity – 

knowing that even though the outcome of her contribution wasn’t much, the act of 

giving was important to her?  Was her motivation something else altogether? 

During our Tuesday night Sip and Study when we explored this passage and 

specifically the reason why this woman was giving, we concluded that motivation is 

important.  When giving to the church the motivation of the giver matters.  If we were 

just looking at the bottom line; if we were only trying to raise enough money to cover 

our expenses, this wouldn’t be the case.  We could guilt, manipulate, and coerce you all 

into pledging more.  Our Stewardship team could talk about all the things the church 
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does for you, wondering if you love God enough because of your meager pledge.  Our 

Stewardship team could decide that only givers would have any say in decisions that 

were made about worship or hymns or other activities to manipulate you.  I could stand 

here and preach oh so subtlety that we’re not quite sure, but God may show you some 

favoritism at those pearly gates if you are generous to the church with your blessings 

here on earth.  You know, in the same way that donating to your local fire company is 

like fire insurance, donating to the church is like life insurance.  We could guilt, 

manipulate, and coerce you into giving, if we were just looking at the bottom line.   

But we aren’t.  We’re looking at the health and well-being of the church, the 

spiritual health of each worshipper, member, and guest.  We don’t need money to exist 

just for the sake of existing.  We need money to exist because we believe that the 

worship we hold, the souls we touch, the mission we employ is changing lives and 

working towards God’s kingdom in a real, tangible way.  We’re looking at our faith and 

how that can encourage us to be generous.  Because when we can let go of the control 

we so desire over our time, our relationships, our money, our skills – when we allow 

God to use us in ways we could never imagine, our lives become so full of meaning and 

purpose in a way that nothing else could ever compare.  When our faith deepens and 

grows, generosity is a natural outcome – wanting to help others as God has helped us, 

wanting to give to others as God has given to us, wanting to love others as God has first 

loved us.  We’re looking at an individual’s journey of discipleship and how 

participating in church life is a crucial investment in our faith journey.  When we are 
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interested in making this journey of discipleship, investing in the church community is 

investing in brothers and sisters in Christ who will walk alongside you, learning with 

you, exploring together what God’s will may be for your life.   

When churches are about the business of building up the body of Christ; when 

churches are focused on spreading the Gospel message of God’s love and hope to a 

broken world; when church are working towards being a community where everyone is 

cared for, stewardship season is less about arm twisting and more about opportunity and 

investing in God’s future.  Motivation matters.  We don’t want to be walking around 

here with our arms all twisted up behind our backs.  We want to be walking around here 

with our arms outstretched, hands up, ready to give what we can and take what God 

knows we need. 

In one way or another, we each come through these sanctuary doors with the pain 

of that downtrodden widow.  There is hurt we carry from years of neglect, or parents 

that did their best but it wasn’t nearly enough, or abuse at the hands of a lover, or 

heartache from relationships gone sour, or financial troubles that we can’t seem to ever 

climb out of, or job issues that leave us feeling beat up and worn out, or grief from a 

death long past that still stings in the pits of our stomachs, or nagging health issues that 

only seem to get worse, or addictions that we can’t quite seem to kick. 

What was that poor widow’s motivation when she put all that she had into the 

treasury?  I like to think it was an act of faith and commitment and that it was 

empowering and that it felt good.  I want to imagine that this woman was beat up, but 
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not out of the fight; that she was someone who suffered, but there was still a spark 

within her.  With her husband dead and her finances ruined, I’m sure she had her fair 

share of grief and hardship; but I like to imagine her to still know that there was hope 

for her, life to be lived, a future to be dreamt.   

I like to think that she gave those two coins because she knew the power of 

generosity; that it can change the heart of the one who gives, that it can remind the giver 

that no matter how small, we each have something to contribute to the church.  I like to 

think that she gave those two coins because she knew that of all the things she could 

invest in, the community of faith was hands down the most worthy.  This was the place 

where she would feel loved, understood, cared for, and nurtured.  Of all the places, this 

community was where she would be shown compassion, forgiveness, and redemption.  I 

like to think that she gave those two coins because she believed that God still had hope 

and a future for her, that even though she may not have known what that was, she 

trusted that God was always faithful to her. 

Why did she give?  Why do you give?  When Jesus points to the difference 

between giving specific amounts of money and giving all that you have, he notes that 

sometimes the bottom line isn’t what’s really important.  Sometimes the dollar amount 

isn’t really what matters.  The treasury didn’t need her two lousy coins, but she needed 

to give them.  She may not have had much, but she had something to give, and so she 

gave it. 
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Motivation matters.  When we begrudgingly give to the church, or when we feel 

guilted or shamed to do so, what does that do to the spirit of this congregation?  When 

we give because we can and because we are blessed and because no matter how small, 

we all have something to give, what does that do for the spirit of this congregation?  I 

continue to be amazed at your capacity to care for one another.  Whenever situations 

arise among congregants that need your time, your money, your prayer, or your 

attention, you always, always come through.  In the same way that God is always 

faithful to us, you are always faithful to one another.  I hope and pray your hearts and 

hands are open, that your motivation continues to be gratitude and generosity.  And so 

may we continue to build up the kingdom of God in the world.  Thanks be to God.  

Amen. 


