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 Jesus sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the 
crowd putting money into the treasury.  Many rich people put 
in large sums.  A widow who was poor came and put in two 
small copper coins, which are worth a penny.   
 Then Jesus called the disciples and said to them, “Truly I 
tell you, this 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.” 

Mark 12:41-44 
  
 If you have been paying attention—and most of you 
have—you know where the sermon is headed.  We have been 
up front about it.  The hymns, prayers, meditations, scripture 
readings, children’s sermon, and “Why I Give” make it 
obvious.  I am even wearing a green stole.  The sermon is 
about giving to our church’s budget.   
 How many of you are excited at the prospect of hearing a 
sermon on giving money to the church?  If you are on finance 
or stewardship your hand needs to be up.  You should know 
that my hand is up only as a visual aid.  This is a subject on 
which I start with as little enthusiasm as most of you.   
 An advertising firm surveyed non-church people and 
asked their impressions of the church.  The respondents said, 
“The problem with the church is that church people are always 
sad, always talk about death, and always ask for money.”   
 The truth is, “We’re a relatively joyful group of people, 
we don’t talk about death very often, and we rarely bring up 
the topic of money, because we find it embarrassing.”   
 Our usual perspective is that if we can get by without 
talking about money, then let us not talk about money.  So the 
church has done a poor job of learning to give.  We end up 
working out of institutional self-interest.  We worry about 



money when we need to raise funds.  You suspect I would not 
be preaching on giving if I did not feel like I was supposed to.   
 Our reluctance does not mean that we do not recognize 
the necessity of the gifts that make our church’s ministry 
possible.  We hope that our perspective is not that of those 
who look only at the bottom line, but that of God’s people 
learning to give.   
 One of the difficulties for preachers who want to avoid 
talking about money is that Jesus is always talking about 
money.  Of Jesus’ thirty-eight parables a dozen are about how 
we use our money.  Within the gospels about one of every 
eight verses deals with giving.  Jesus talks about money 
constantly—even during worship.     
 As people enter the temple in Jerusalem, there is a row of 
thirteen bronze collection boxes called the trumpets, because 
they are shaped like trumpets.  Each of the thirteen is for a 
particular purpose—one for maintenance of the temple, one to 
buy sacrifices for the poor, one for this project that one priest 
insisted on, and one for another project that is mostly 
forgotten—first century designated giving.  Giving is a public 
act for them.  We are more private about how we give. 
 One of the least known, but most amazing stories about 
Martin Luther King, Jr. comes from the beginning of his 
ministry.  On September 5, 1954, when King rose to preach at 
Dexter Avenue Baptist Church for the first time as their pastor, 
he made thirty-four specific recommendations.  The final 
twelve had to do with the budget.  From that day forward, 
there would be no designated giving, special funds, or separate 
endowments.  King said, “All the money in the treasury of 
each auxiliary will be turned over to the general church 
(budget).”   
 As if that was not enough to send the church council into 
cardiac arrest he decided that there would be no more 
“anonymous giving.”  Giving records would be open to 



everyone.  His theory was that some of the people who 
complained the most gave the least and some of the ones who 
gave the most did not complain at all.  He thought the whole 
church should know who was actually paying the bills (Taylor 
Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 1954-
1963, New York: Touchstone, 1988, 114-117). 
 Would you not love to have been there for coffee hour 
that day?  It takes a lot of nerve to tell people how they are 
supposed to give.   
 Jesus stands in the temple watching people give their 
offerings.  It bothers us when the person seated next to us sees 
what we put in the plate.  Imagine having Jesus watch you 
give your offering.   
 He watches as rich people make a big show of their gifts.  
He does not comment on how or what they give.  Then a 
widow comes who looks out of place.  Everyone is wearing 
their best Sabbath outfit.  She is too, but her best outfit has 
been the same outfit for several years.  Her robe is worn at the 
elbows.  The hems are ragged.   
 She drops two brass coins—the smallest coins in 
circulation—into the collection.  It is nothing by most 
standards—pennies dropped in a tip jar—but her gift means 
that she has decided that giving is more important than a crust 
of bread, a bit of honey, or a sip of milk.   
 Jesus gathers his friends: “Listen.  This is important.  See 
that woman over there.  She’s really something.”   
 Jesus does not criticize the wealthy contributors.  He 
simply points out that they have a lot left.  The gold medal 
giver is a devout woman who gives all that she has.   
 If we had been there, and known the woman, and seen 
what she was about to do, we would not have Jesus’ reaction.  
We would say, “Ma’am, you need the money more than the 
temple does.  Please, keep it.” 



 A long-time friend of the family, a widow, calls: “I want 
you to know that I’m liquidating my assets, cashing in the life 
insurance, selling everything I own, putting the house on the 
market, and the China on Ebay.  I’m giving it all to the 
church.”   
 We would say, “Don’t do it.”  We might call her children 
and say, “You have to stop her.”   
 But we would be smart to find out why she is giving 
everything she has.  There are so many bad reasons to give.  
Maybe she is giving because she knows that other people are 
giving and does not want to feel guilty.  Lots of people give to 
ease their conscience.   
 Some get caught in a legalism that is not any fun.  How 
much must I give to be fair?  Should I tithe net or gross?  Guilt 
should not be our primary motivation for giving. 
 Perhaps she is giving in the hope that someone will notice 
and be impressed.  That would make her gift money poorly 
spent.   
 Maybe some religious shyster told the widow, “If you 
give your money to the temple, then by the time you get home 
you’ll have a check in the mailbox.”   
 Health and wealth preachers encourage people to give as 
though it is a business deal—give ten percent in order to get 
twenty.  There are lots of bad reasons to give, and only a few 
good ones. 

Gordon Cosby, who was pastor of Church of the Savior in 
Washington, DC, tells this story about a church he served 
when he was in his twenties:  “Some of the leaders learned that 
a poor widow gave four dollars to the church each month.  
They decided it was too much for her to give.  They asked me 
to tell her that she didn’t have to give this money.  I am not 
wise now.  I was less wise then.  I told her of the concern of 
the church leadership.  I told her as graciously as I knew how, 
‘You don’t need to give your four dollars.’”   



 As I talked, tears came to her eyes.  She said, “I want you 
to know that you are taking away the last thing that gives my 
life dignity and meaning.”  
 One of the best reasons to give is to be part of something 
bigger than yourself.  There is meaning in that kind of giving.  
At the time of Christ the expectation was that everyone would 
give a tenth to provide for the temple, feast days, and the poor.  
The idea of the tenth, the tithe, began during the transition 
from nomadic wandering to settled agricultural life.  When 
they started harvesting crops, it was clear that if they used 
everything, there would be no seed for the next year.  
Originally the tithe was the seed fund, putting 10% back into 
the process so it could continue and flourish.  It is wrong to 
take and never give back.  In giving back we participate in 
God’s work.   
 The money given through this church is invested in the 
work of God’s love in a variety of ways.  Much of our budget 
goes to salaries.  As a recipient of one of those salaries it feels 
a little awkward for me to encourage giving to the budget, but 
I believe in what you make it possible for us to do.  I have no 
reluctance in encouraging you to support the ministry that 
Julia does caring for children, Erica welcoming newcomers to 
our church, Bruce helping our church worship, our 
administrative staff making our church’s work possible, and 
our maintenance staff making our church welcoming.   
 As Jim Anderson put it this week: “Our ambitions exceed 
our giving.”  
 We see places where it is clear that we could use more 
support.  The cushions on which you are seated were not here 
when Abraham Lincoln visited, but it is closer than you would 
think.  The lack of heat in the gym will be obvious in a month 
when children are playing inside wearing scarves and gloves.  
Sometimes when we direct newcomers to the nearest bathroom 
we add an apology for the bathroom.   



 Our staff works hard with the resources we share to help 
this congregation live out its calling to be God’s people.  Our 
gifts pay the bills—utilities, upkeep, and insurance—not the 
most glamorous money we spend, but some of the best.  
Giving makes us part of a mission bigger than we are.  We 
need to give because we need to sacrifice.  Giving does not 
mean much if we never miss what we have given.    
 Marge Simpson, Bart’s mother, prays, “I promise to be a 
good Christian.  I won’t just give pumpkin pie filling and lima 
beans when they ask for canned food for the needy.”   
 It is when we give money we would like to keep that our 
giving becomes a way of committing ourselves.  When we talk 
about giving, we might reframe what we usually hear as 
requests to heat the building, pay salaries, and provide 
programs.  Instead, listen for the ways in which we are 
partners in ministry to the lonely, the poor, and hurting, to the 
needy in body, mind, and spirit.   
 Sacrificial giving teaches us the joy of recklessness.  The 
gifts of the rich who tossed their offerings into the trumpets 
with great fanfare did not cost them.  They calculated what 
they could afford.  The poor widow gave recklessly.  Surely 
she could have kept one of the coins, but our need to sacrifice 
is a good reason to give. 
 The only better reason to give is thanksgiving.  Giving is 
a tangible way to express our gratitude for God’s generosity.  
We usually share gifts as part of a routine, because it is 
expected.  But there are moments, when we realize that we 
love someone, and want to give them something, anything, 
everything, to let them know that we love them.   
 A church bulletin declared:  “God loves a cheerful giver.  
God also accepts from a grouch.”   
 We will take your money regardless of your disposition, 
but the best giving is the overflow of a grateful heart.  We 
need to give more than God needs our money.  Paul calls the 



Corinthians to cheerful giving.  The literal translation is 
hilarious generosity.   
 During an emphasis on giving a minister instructed the 
ushers passing the offering plates to give a good-sized whistle 
when anything larger than a twenty was given.  Soon the 
church was filled with whistles and laughter.  The ushers 
found it difficult to pucker and grin at the same time, but the 
collection was larger than usual. 
 Karl Menninger observed: “Giving money is a good 
criteria of a person’s mental health.  Generous people are 
rarely mentally ill.”   
 Giving is itself a gift of God, but being honest about the 
widow and her two coins is hard.  Jesus’ words are interesting, 
even amusing, until we try to figure out who we are in the 
story.  In some ways we are the rich folks giving what we will 
not miss, but God has put it within us to sacrifice, because we 
are grateful, because we love God.   
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