11-8-09 Sermon
23rd Sunday of Pentecost

Mark 12:38-44

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

How many of you are still willing to pick up a penny if you see one lying on the ground?

I would suggest that it depends on your age as to whether or not you would do that. I’m old enough to remember getting a few pennies from my mother to go to the five and dime store – that dates me as well – where I could get some pretty good candy and walk out of the store a happy kid.

Now we think as we see that penny lying on the ground; do I want to get my hands dirty – or what’s the point. And have you ever stood in line at the store as the person in front of you is digging through their purse or pocket looking for a couple of pennies and you are in a hurry and you think to yourself – hasn’t this person ever heard of a check card, come on it is the 21st century – who uses pennies anymore.
A penny saved is a penny earned isn’t heard much these days and there is talk at a national level that it is time to get rid of the penny. 
After all, it cost 1.26 cents to make one – this was in May of 2008 and it is probably more now.
Making pennies actually adds to the national debt and you can’t use them in vending machines.
They still show up in the offering plate though and truth be told, I kind of like that. I’m not sure why but when I see pennies in an offering plate it makes me think of children and when I think of children I think of goodness and innocence and a love of God that is pure and simple which we somehow seem to lose when we get to be adults. 
After all, pennies won’t pay the mortgage or the grocery bill or have much of an impact on a budget but maybe pennies can teach us something.

Maybe that is why Jesus, ever observant, always teaching, always pointing out something greater than ourselves, comments on the widow who puts her two coppers coins – worth a penny – into the treasury. 
Perhaps you thought to yourself when you heard the reading – I thought we were done with stewardship, and now this reading.
Part of what un-nerves me in this text is the fact that Jesus is watching people - He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury.
They were actually donation chests, 13 of them in the temple and each one was labeled telling the purpose for how the money was used.

As worshippers came to the temple court they would put their gift in one of these 13 chests and Jesus is watching as the people put in their money.

Many rich people put in large sums. I wonder how he could tell. Did they literally have bags of coins that they emptied into the chests? Did the rich people make a show of how they placed their money into the chests? Notice that Jesus doesn’t criticize, he is just observing.

Then a poor widow arrives. How did Jesus know that she was poor and how did he know that she was a widow? 

By how she was dressed? 

The manner in which she carried herself? 

In Jesus time, being a widow meant you were poor. The two went together. She put in two small copper coins, which were worth a penny.

Now you tell me; do we need pennies anymore? Do pennies have anything to teach us today in this affluent culture we live in?

Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. 
For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”
The widow shames us.

The widow convicts us.

But what does she teach us?

Do I give it all away, everything I have to live on and place my life in the hands of others and depend on them to take care of me – add one more mouth – one more family to the needs that are already stretched too thin. That doesn’t seem like the right thing for me to do

What does she teach me?
Maybe she was like the widow of Zarephath and had given up and was giving her last two coins to God and then she would go quietly away to die. 
Or maybe she was so filled with gratitude to God that she gave all she had. 

Maybe her gratitude to God outweighed anything else in her life and she wanted to give expression to that gratitude by making a gift and a penny was all she had so she gave it.
Maybe her gratitude was such that she was willing to give a gift that was truly a sacrifice for her. 
I’ll bet there was strength about this woman that showed in the manner in which she carried herself and the manner in which she gave her gift. I’ll be she didn’t shuffle up to the chest and meekly put in her two copper coins and then sulk away, embarrassed and ashamed.

I’ll bet she walked up to the treasure chests and gave her gift with joy and strength – strength that is born out of a trust in God that only comes when one truly sacrifices and gives in a manner that places one life in God’s hands and in God’s control. We don’t do that very often if we are honest about this. We don’t really have to. We have plenty of control and we use it, everyday in all kinds of decisions and circumstances.
It is easy to give when you aren’t really giving anything up. That is the easiest thing in the world. But this darn widow shows us another way of giving.

Not a way that leaves us destitute and dependent upon others but a way that demonstrates sacrifice and trust and joy and strength.

What does she teach us?

To not be afraid to sacrifice and stretch and risk when it comes to what we give to God. Jesus commends the widow. He commends her sacrifice.
What does she teach us?

Even more than sacrifice, she teaches us to trust God, to approach God with what we have instead of what we wish we had.

What does she teach us?

That gratitude is the root of all giving and generosity.

And last of all, and maybe the most important of all, she teaches us that yes, we do need pennies – we need pennies most of all.

Amen..

