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Mark 12:38-44
Just in case anybody is feeling a little nervous, the story we just heard from Mark’s gospel is not about money. True, it mentions money, but the amount is so ridiculously tiny that the story can’t possibly be about money. Here is an actual lepton. We are told that an anonymous widow threw two of these into her equivalent of our offering plate. It is very difficult to compare ancient money with modern money. I have seen estimates that it would take four to eight of these to represent the purchasing power of a modern penny.
The second thing worth noting is that this woman was not a poor widow. She was a widow, which means that she was, by definition, poor. A woman could not inherit her husband’s estate. It would go to the eldest son. This, by the way, is why Ruth is remembered and rates her own book in the Bible. She chose the poverty and vulnerability of widowhood with her mother-in-law Naomi. Poverty, because if there were no male children to inherit the estate, apparently scribes – the people Jesus condemns today – would swoop in, seize the assets, and “generously” offer to “manage” them. Manage them right to death. The widows we meet today in scripture could not stand on their own two feet, because they hadn’t a leg to stand on. They could not pull themselves up by their own bootstraps, because they had no boots. Although they lived centuries apart, they were trapped in a system that offered them no alternatives and that did not have their best interests at heart.
So is that the point today? A point regarding social justice? Because that’s something we can deal with, isn’t it? We can turn our considerable resources to the relief of the poor and marginalized today. We can gather food and money and other resources. We can teach and support and advocate. In fact, we do all these things already, don’t we? We claim this as our mission in the world under the rubric of seeking and serving Christ in all persons, and of striving for justice and peace among all people. 
Let there be no mistake: This is an absolutely crucial dimension of our existence as Christians. It is this outward focus, this giving of ourselves which brings us close to the heart and mind of Christ. Why else have we been so blessed, except that we might bring blessing to others?
But that still isn’t the point for today, because all such efforts may be nothing more than a ticket to the head table at the annual banquet of some foundation. It isn’t the point for today because then the widow Jesus tells us about must be absolutely crazy for supporting the institution of her own oppression!
Here’s the part that can be hard for us to understand. I’ve seen it happen so many times, and yet it can still be mind-boggling. You see, that widow knew that her two small coins weren’t going to make a difference in her life, and so she was quite happy in giving them away. They undoubtedly meant far more to the sorts of priests and scribes of the Temple that Jesus knew and condemned – men of wealth and power who would nonetheless scrabble after every last lousy lepton they could lay their hands on. Oh, but they would do good things with that money! Maybe they would. But who is the poorer here?
And that, of course, is the point. If money and status are the measures of self-worth, as they are for so many today, then we simply can never have enough. Our widow today did not depend on her money, because she had none. She did not depend on her status, because she had none. She came to the Temple, not to show off, but because she knew that there she would find God, and she depended on God. This is what Jesus pulls out of her story. This is what we are called to be – people who are dependent upon nothing but God’ grace, people who are rich only in God’s mercy.
I can’t wrap this up all nice and neat this morning, because there is nothing nice and neat about it. I’m the one who read the Gospel this morning. I’m the one who is undoubtedly the modern equivalent of a scribe in the Temple. I’m the one who wrote and delivered this sermon. And yet there is no way I’m going to drop my entire paycheck in the plate when it comes around. I have said that the point isn’t about money, but might that be my own hypocrisy? For surely if the point isn’t about money it nonetheless includes our money and what it means to us. So I am left wondering about Ruth, who knew that her love for Naomi was worth more than the security of playing it safe. I am left wondering about our widow. Somehow she knew that if she held on to her coins, then she would truly be poor. She knew that the happiness of her soul was worth more than a couple of scraps of bronze. Can we not see that such happiness is even worth more than all the mountains of gold we can imagine? Perhaps, but it is harder. I rejoice in the freedom she found. I wonder if, and I pray that, we may find a way to follow.
