The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 27, Year B


The Text: Mark 12:38-44
What happens next?
Maybe that’s a question we could ask having heard today’s Gospel reading. What happens next? 

Jesus sat down opposite the place in the Temple grounds where worshippers gave their offerings. There wasn’t any Regular Electronic giving, Pay wave tap and go, or even notes back then, so an offering box collected the coins that were thrown in by those who walked past. Many rich people came by and threw in large amounts of money. The noise of the coins bouncing in the box would have echoed around the temple courts, announcing their great wealth.
What happened next? A poor widow came along. Mark doesn’t give us much detail about this widow ― her name is not even supplied. Perhaps that in itself tells us something about her. She was not notable; perhaps not known to anybody — just another nameless widow absorbed in the crowd. We don’t know what fears or hopes she had and we don’t know what she did from day to day. We don’t know how long she lived without a husband to provide for her. 
Without any Family Assistance office at Jerusalem in those times, the little the widow had had been slowly whittled away. Mark tells us that this widow put in two very small coins, called “lepta”. They were about the size of our old one cent coins, and barely worth that much. They would have hardly made a tink as they bounced in the offering box, and barely made a dint in the Temple budget’s bottom line. But to the woman they were everything — literally. By giving her two cents worth perhaps she had even given away the very resources needed for her next meal. 

Calling His disciples to Himself, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.” She had given proportionally far more than the large sums of money which the rich had deposited. This woman had actually given far more than two cents. For even though she needed those two cents more than all the rich people gathered there, she gave away all that she had to survive on; all that she had for her future, the last scrap of her security. As she gave away those two coins she also gave away her life. “They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything — all she had to live on.”
What happened next? We don’t hear of the woman again. As we turn the page into chapter 13, Jesus and His disciples were leaving the Temple, and one of His disciples said to Him, “Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!” The Disciple focused on that which impresses by its size and grandeur. Such a focus on this impressive masonry mirrors the focus of those who might look at the impressive amounts the wealthy were throwing into the coffers; the impressive ring and ca-ching of the coins in the offering box and the impressive social status of the donors.
Impressive social standing was also a focus of the scribes whom Jesus rebuked in our text: for their ambition to be noticed and honoured as distinguished and prominent people. The scribes liked to parade around the streets in their long flowing white linen robes to gain the attention of others and receive salutations from them. They sat in the seats of honour in the synagogue, sitting at the front, in full view of the congregation and they likewise expected to be seated in the places of prominence at banquets. 
Jesus condemned the scribes for their desire to impress through the tokens of status, and for using their position in ministry to fill their needs for affirmation to feed their cravings for self-satisfaction. They were only interested in themselves; the attention, the prestigious public standing, the honour, the popularity. The idols they made in place of God were their own hearts and pride. The “god” they worshipped was themselves. That is why, Jesus says in today’s Gospel reading, that these men will be judged most severely, because even though they called themselves teachers of God’s law, their hearts were far from Him. 
Sandwiched between the scribes’ self-absorption with their own impressive status in society, and the disciples’ admiration of the impressive structure of the magnificent temple with its massive stones, is this account of a seemingly insignificant widow who comes without fanfare to offer two paltry coins. It is an act of humble devotion to God and profound faithfulness that is in striking contrast to all that towers around her. 
Jesus shows us the completely different focus which God has. Jesus’ focus is on what the world thinks is insignificant, small and weak. Jesus affirmed the widow for what she had done and makes a point of what she offers. It would be dangerous though, to make this just about financial giving—and that’s not what Jesus does either. 
The point Jesus makes is that widow had given her whole self; everything she had, to God. Her gift had come out of her heart which had been completely changed by Jesus. This is about a heart which was so in tune with God’s own heart that it led the most unexpected people to witness to God’s love and generosity by pouring out all they have. Without dismissing the material poverty and struggles that accompanied her, this woman was rich—rich in faith, rich in God, freed by Him to seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness. 

When Jesus left the temple with His disciples, we might ask: What happened next? We don’t know. The widow could only give generously of what she had like that in faith -  faith that God would do what He promised in Deuteronomy 10:18: “He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow…giving them food and clothing.” 
When we recognise that in our natural condition we, too, are so spiritually poor that we also depend on God for everything and can only beg for His grace and merciful help - then we are like the widow in the Temple. We are blessed when we know that God’s heart is so overflowing with generosity, grace, compassion, mercy, forgiveness and love, that He poured out His riches from Heaven when He came in the Person of Jesus into a world corrupted by sin. 
Born in the least impressive surroundings — a smelly and dirty stable with animals — God, in Christ, identified with and served: the outcasts, the poor, those who were without help and hope. Then Jesus, the rich One became poor for our sakes, stripped of the very shirt off His back and left to die, empty handed, on the Cross. This is how we know that our Heavenly Father loves us so much that He gave everything He has for us, and He holds nothing back. 
God gave His last coins for us, as it were, the holy and precious blood of His own dear Son and His innocent suffering and death.

So, what does happen next? 

“All this He (God) has done”, Luther reminds us, “that I may be His own, live under Him in His Kingdom, and serve Him in everlasting innocence, righteousness and blessedness, just as He has risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally. This is most certainly true”. 
The more stuff people accumulate, the less they trust God—because they are terrified they will lose their treasures. Even as Christians we often do not prioritise God on our list of donors, spending on ourselves and giving him the crumbs which fall from the table. But, “…you are not your own;you were bought at a price”. 
At our baptism God gave us a new heart and filled it with treasure from Heaven —Christ and His Holy Spirit. God has freed us to strive against the temptation of the world and flesh, both of which want us to accumulate blessings for ourselves and be concerned with earning the approval of others through our status, honour, and significance. 
Jesus has saved us from the deadly virus of “Affluenza” which has crippled the Western world with symptoms of spending more and more on ourselves at the expense of others, and at the expense of God. Jesus has freed us to give our two cents also — a gift far beyond a literal monetary figure, but our whole life: heart, body, soul and mind everything we are and everything we have, so that instead of looking inward, we look outward, away from ourselves, and “…seek first His Kingdom and His righteousness.”
Jesus has freed us to ask the question: “What happens next?” What happens next for all those we come across — all those who are not notable: perhaps not known to anybody, all the nameless widows in the crowd, all those looking for fulfilment in stuff, all those enslaved to substances to numb the pain, all those who have lost their income or those who have lost a loved one, all of those who have been exploited and abused, all of those who are ill and frail, all of those who are lost and looking for truth—or not looking for it. 
What happens next for all of those who are written off and those who we perhaps are tempted to write off too? That is until we realise that we are beggars before God ourselves. In that moment when our lives intersect with theirs, we might think it’s someone else’s job, or God will provide for them somehow, or they’ll be OK, or they just need to take responsibility for themselves. But God has freed us to ask: “What happens next?” Do they just disappear into nothingness? Could it be that God has chosen us for such a time as this, and led our paths to cross, so that God might give them their daily bread through us?
It will cost us. It will cost us some time, some inconvenience, some money, some discomfort, as our eyes weep with others who grieve, our hearts ache for those who are heartbroken, our bodies hurt with others who are in pain, as we look at the world through the eyes of Christ, and our lips utter Spirit-led groans of longing and lament which words cannot express for a world that is lost, confused, broken and self-destructing.
As we reach out with hands to help and give, we do it in the name of the One who has already given us a robe better than that of the scribes — Christ’s robe of righteousness which He has clothed us in at our Baptism. 
Jesus is the one who has given us a greater seat of honour than the scribes sought, for He seats us as His distinguished guests at His banquet table at which we receive from Him His holy body and blood—a gift more precious than all of the riches of the world combined. For by His Sacrament, our sin is taken away so that we have a place at the Heavenly feast without end. There Jesus will greet us with a salutation far greater than that uttered to the scribes: …, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant! …. Come and share your master’s happiness!’ Matthew 25:21

Amen.
