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St Ronans’ – Sermon 161

Rev Reuben Hardie

Mark 12: 38-44

“The Widow’s Might”
The story is told of a very wealthy man who had never been known for his generosity to the church. The church was involved in a big stewardship campaign and they decided to pay him a visit. When the committee met with the man one afternoon, they said that in view of his considerable resources they were sure that he would like to make a substantial contribution to the campaign. 

"I see," he said, "so you have it all figured out have you? In the course of your investigation did you discover that I have a widowed mother who has no other means of support but me?" No, they responded, they did not know that. "Did you know that I have a sister who was left by a drunken husband with five children and no means to provide for them?" No, they said, we did not know that either. "Well, did you know also that I have a brother who is cripple due to an automobile accident and can never work another day to support his wife and family?" 

Embarrassingly, they responded, no sir, we did not know that either. "Well," he thundered triumphantly, "I’ve never given any of them a cent so please tell me why I should give anything to you?"

Our reading this morning from the Gospel of Mark has often been referred to as the story of the widow’s might. The generosity of one women, who gave all she had, which wasn’t much, but which became for Jesus a symbol of generosity and a reminder of the power of even the smallest gift.

A couple of questions struck me as I studied this passage over the last week.

The story tells us how Jesus was watching people put money into the treasurery in the temple. This strikes me as rather curious. Why was Jesus watching people give? We don’t like people looking over our shoulders when we give – so why was Jesus? My first question.

This passage is also one of the many biblical references to giving. I am sure you will be surprised to learn how much giving features. So why does the act of giving get such a strong focus in the Bible? My second question.

Finally and probably most compelling of all I was interested in exploring why the gift of the widow was seen by Jesus as so mighty? All she gave was two little coins, they weren’t going to do much. Yet Jesus signalled her gift out as the mightiest of all.

This is a fantastic passage. We know Jesus was in the temple, he had been arguing with the religious teachers, and he was probably getting a little tired of all the debates and so he decided to pay a visit to the Treasurery – in the temple – the place were people came to give their offerings.

When he arrived at the treasurery he sat down and began watching how people were giving money to the Temple. It doesn’t say he was watching how much they were giving, but how they were giving. It is clear from the passage that precedes this story that Jesus is fed up with the people who show-boat their devotion to God.

Some of the religious people of the day were infamous for the way they waved their money in the air before, in a grand way, placing it in the treasurery. Jesus wasn’t big on this sort of thing he said “When you give to the poor, don’t blow a loud horn.”  “Don’t even let your left hand see what your right hand is doing.”

So why was Jesus looking on – well I believe it was to remind us that God does see what we give and how we give. We never need fear that any act of kindness or charity goes unnoticed. God sees – we might not get the recognition we deserve – but God sees.

The tradition of bringing gifts to the Temple dates back to the earliest passages of Scripture, and there is a strong emphasis placed on people bringing gifts to the Temple.

In Leviticus (27:30), it says “10% of everything you harvest is holy and belongs to God.”

In Deuteronomy (14:22-23), it says “every year take the 10% you set aside to place where the Lord choses to be worshipped. Proverbs (3:9-10) speaks “honouring the Lord with first fruits, and prospering as a result.” While Malachi (3:10) talks about bring tithes into God’s house.

By the time of Jesus this was an intrinsic component of faith. But there was something liberating about the way Jesus saw giving and this is reflected in the teaching of Paul who in 2 Corinthians (9:7-8) writes, “Each of you should make up your own minds about how much to give – don’t feel forced to give, and don’t begrudge it. God can bless you with everything you need and you will always have more than enough to do all kinds of good things for others.”

I really like that verse – “you will always have more than enough to do all kinds of good things for others.” Giving is a really important part of the biblical tradition, amazingly in the Bible prayer is mentioned 371 times, love is mentioned 714, but giving is mentioned 2162 times.

The real crux of our reading this morning however is the might of this one widow. So why was Jesus so delighted with the small offering of this women.

As many of you will know the phrase “the widow’s might” is a play on words. The two little coins that she dropped in the treasurery were back in those day called mites – m – i – t – e – s. They were worth next to nothing. Although to this widow they were worth everything.

Widows had a pretty rough deal back in these times – as Penny was saying they didn’t have the means to really earn an income, so they had to rely on the generosity of others. In the Jewish tradition they were protected under the law. In fact they were excused from having to give to the temple. This widow who gave her two mites didn’t even have to give.

Yet she gave a days earnings we are told – it was all that she had.

Her gift was mighty because she didn’t have to – the best gifts are often the ones completely unexpected.

Her gift was mighty because it was a sign of her devotion, – she trusted God fully, she trusted him with everything.

Her gift was mighty because it demonstrated that she lived her life with a difference, - her faith had a visible impact on the way she led her life.

Her gift was so mighty because it came at such a sacrifice, our best gifts always do. 

Most of all her gift was mighty because of the witness it bore to others. 

How many people have read the story of the widow’s might and been inspired?

It tells us plainly that every gift no matter how big or small is valued by God and that making sacrifices is what it means to be alive and it is at the heart of what Jesus was on about.

There is this awesome story about a little girl who lived at the beginning of last century. One day the minister found her crying outside the church. He asked her why and she said she had been turned away because the Sunday school was too crowded. 

The minister looked at her shabby, unkempt appearance and guessed the reason, and taking her by the hand he took into the Sunday school class, the class was very full but he found a place for her. About two years later, this poor little girl became sick and died. 

Her parents called for the minister, to handle her final arrangements. They told him that just as her body was being moved, a worn and crumpled purse fell out of her pocket. Inside there was 57 cents and a note scribbled in childish handwriting which read, 

"This is to help build the church bigger so more children can go to Sunday school." 

Apparently her experience two years before had impacted her so much that she started saving then and there in the hope that all children might be able to go to Sunday school. As you can imagine reading this had quite an impact on the minister. He decided to take this note and read it out the next Sunday at the weekly service. 

He told them all about her unselfish love and devotion. The Church had been talking for some time about the need for bigger buildings and this little girl became their incentive. 

Money started to come in, but the story didn’t end there! 

A newspaper learned of the story and published it. It was read by a benefactor who offered the Church a large plot of land. When the church told him they could not pay very much for it, he offered it to them for 57 cents – that same amount the little girl had saved.

Within five years the little girl’s gift had increased to $250,000.00 – a huge sum for that time. Now in the city of Philadelphia, there is a Church with a seating capacity of 3,300, a University, where hundreds of students are trained, there is also a Hospital and a large Sunday School building – all of this came out of the might of this little girl. In one of the rooms of the Sunday school building they’ve got a picture of the little girl whose 57 cents, so sacrificially saved, made such remarkable history. 

It is amazing what can happen from just a spark

It is amazing what can happen from just the smallest gift.

God can do so much with what we offer.

And that is incredible, 

And that is inspiring,

And that is the example of the widow’s might.

