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                        Mark 12:38-44


For the first eight years I was a pastor, I served a church that was host to a free meal program—a soup kitchen—every Monday night.  This made me, in effect, the pastor of the soup kitchen, a job that was at times more interesting and rewarding than being a pastor of a church.  My soup-kitchen congregation had two main parts:  the guests who ate their meal at the church every Monday night, and the rotating group of high school and college students who wanted to do something to help the homeless or who needed to fulfill a community service requirement of some kind.  


It was very interesting to hear these students de-brief their work when the meal was over.  Some of them would be very touched by the experience—they noticed the guest who requested an extra meal “to go” for a friend who was too sick to come in person, or the guest who told her child to finish her dinner before eating desert and they would see in these gestures an indication of a saint that lay within the rough exterior of the person they served.  Others would be very upset by the experience—they would notice the guest who complained about the quality of the food and the guest who threw perfectly good food in the trash and the guest who picked a fight, and conclude that the people who ate at the meal were ungrateful or sick or dishonest or mean.


The truth, of course, lay somewhere in between these reactions.  The folks in the meal were a mixed bag—generous at times, selfish at others, kind-hearted at times and mean-spirited at others.  In short, they were pretty much like anyone else.
The short-term volunteers found it difficult to relate to the guests as individual people.  They had to see them as a type, as members of a group, and then they either revered or despised each individual according to how they measured up to the volunteers understanding of who eats at a free meal program and how such a person should behave.  As long as the volunteer sat in the kitchen and watched the guests, they had no other choice but to relate to the guests this way.  To break the cycle, they had to come out of the kitchen and sit down at the table.


I am reminded of those volunteers when I read the story of the widow who gave her offering of two small copper coins at the temple while Jesus and his disciples watch.  There’s something about this story that makes me uncomfortable—and I think it might have something to do with the way I’ve usually heard this passage preached.  It often sounds to me like we are standing at a distance from this woman, making judgments about her based not only on what we see her do, but our own stereotypes of poor people.  


From a distance, this woman becomes a hero.  She is poor, therefore, she isn’t as bound by her possessions as we are.  Giving is easy for her.  In fact, we imagine her humming a merry tune as she drops her coins into the collection box.  She is like Gandhi, like Mother Theresa.  She gives freely of herself, holding nothing back, and is noticed and praised by Jesus as a result.  And since November is often the season when the church is raising money for the following year, I have heard many a sermon on the widow’s mite conclude that we should be like this widow.  We should give everything we have to God.


Of course, nobody does that.  If anything, the story of the widow induces enough guilt that some people in the church raise their pledges a little, which is all that the minister really expected anyways.  Because, despite the number of sermons I’ve heard which lift this widow up as an example, I’ve never heard her described as a real person.  She’s a caricature, and as such, she can never present a serious challenge to our lives.


But what if we step out of our role as voyeur.  What if we stop regarding her from a distance and try to walk along side her in our imaginations.  How might the story become different?


Let’s start by giving her a name.  Any suggestions?  And how about some back-story.  Why do you think she’s a widow?  What happened to her husband?  Now, we know a little bit about what it was like to be a widow in the ancient near east.  Remember that this is a strongly patriarchal society, which is to say, women gain their identities, and their security, from the men to whom they are related.  You’re either a daughter or a wife or a mother—and widows (who are no longer wives) have to either return to their father’s household or live with their adult sons.  If a woman becomes a widow without adult sons, and if her own parents have died, she is in a very difficult position.  Not only will it be difficult for her to earn any money or find a place to live, it will be hard for her even to move about in society.  She doesn’t fit anywhere—she serves no useful social position.  


In order for the woman in our story to walk into the temple and give her offering, she had to walk on the street alone and she might have attracted some stares.  She certainly got noticed in the temple—she would have been surrounded by men, the people in charge, the people in control.  She might have seen, as well, new parents bringing in their babies to be dedicated, flushed with pride and excitement.  As she put her offering in the basket, what do you think she felt?  I imagine the experience was bittersweet for her—the experience made her aware of how little she had, both in terms of money and in terms of social connection and protection.  I imagine she felt her widow-ness that day.  


When Jesus notes that she gave out of her poverty, maybe he noticed more than the proportion of her income that she dropped in the box.  Maybe he noticed the pain on her face.  Maybe he felt an empathetic connection to her—he had sat at enough tables with enough outsiders that he probably had a sense of what her poverty meant for her.  Not a joyful freedom, but a grinding burden, a heavy load that made everything she did, even this act of worship, harder.  When Jesus looked at her, I imagine he saw more than a type, a caricature, and a sermon illustration to lay a little guilt on his disciples.  I wonder if he saw in her an image of himself, a prediction of what he too was called to do.  Because it wasn’t much later in his life that he too was called to give all he had—and when that time came, he didn’t give up his life with a kind of joyful release.  He cried out in prayer, “Let this cup pass from me!”  His poverty, which even extended to his lack of confidence in his own calling at that moment, became his greatest gift.  Because of who he is, we aren’t shamed by his example, and neither can we stand at a safe distance from it.  We are called to offer our poverty as well.


When I first worked at the meal program at my old church, I worked in the kitchen and looked out at the guests.  It became clear to me, however, that wasn’t where I was called to be.  I started sitting at the tables, eating my dinner alongside the guests.  I got to know them, and they got to know me.  I told them the news when I got pregnant and when I found out I was carrying twins.  After Paul and Isaac were born, I brought them in their stroller to the meal, and everyone got to know them too.


Now, Dan and I had heard that when babies are first trying to learn to walk, its better not to put shoes on them.  So, our kids spent the first year of their lives in socks.  This drove some of the older women at the meal program absolutely crazy—they scolded me endlessly, and told me my kids toes were going to freeze off.  I just laughed off their comments, and then one day I arrived at the meal to discover that one of the women had taken up a collection from all the guests.  She called everyone to attention, handed me the envelope with some ceremony, and told me, “Now I hope you can buy your children shoes!”  


Well, I did something really stupid.  I gave the money back to her, and told everyone that we could buy shoes just fine, but that what we were doing was better for our kids, that they would walk easier and earlier in socks.  When I think of that exchange now, I really regret what I did.  It’s not just that I couldn’t honor the gift that these poor people gave.  It’s that I wouldn’t let myself appear poor to them.  Despite my sense of myself as their ally, their friend, I couldn’t let them advise me, help me, guide me.  They gave out of their poverty, certainly, but I couldn’t give out of mine.  And I wish I had.


How about you?  What is your poverty?  Where are you less than full, less than supported, less than all set, less than assured?  What would it mean to give an offering to God out of that poverty?  What would it mean to do more than admire the widow in the temple, but to follow in her footsteps?
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