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We see her hand poised, a poor widow holding a penny in her hand.  Where did she get that penny?  Probably someone’s heart was moved seeing her wearing widow’s weeds, in a world in which widowhood was almost always synonymous with poverty.  Probably someone’s heart was opened to give her that penny, to stave off starvation, at least for a little while.  But where would the next penny come from?  Was there anybody else whose heart would be so moved?


We see her hand poised, this poor widow about to drop that penny into the Temple treasury.  And some, watching her lo these two thousand years later, seeing her hand poised, some would call out to her, “Go ahead and release that penny.  What you are about to do, your beautiful generosity, is a sign of one who is living the way of the kingdom, faithfully standing on holy ground.  Please, release your penny, so we can be inspired by your example.  Inspire our generosity so we, too, may stand faithfully on holy ground.”

But some of us watching her, seeing that penny in her hand, seeing her hand poised over the Temple treasury, we call out “Stop!”  We know there’s something wrong here, something very wrong with this picture.  

Surely the loving God, who calls us to live faithfully on holy ground, would not make suicide by starvation a pre-requisite for her faithfulness.  Something is wrong here, but, in order to recognize what’s wrong, you have to hear this story in its context.  You have to hear the statement Jesus made about her sandwiched between two other statements he made to his disciples.  See, if you clip this story out, to make it a stand alone story, you hear Jesus commending this woman’s extravagantly faithful giving.  And many a sermon has focused on that, even after the stewardship campaign is completed.  But if you hear what he says before and after this event, you don’t hear him commending what that poor widow is doing.  You hear him condemning those who are allowing it to happen.  Indeed, something was terribly wrong.  Does it come as any surprise to you that what had gone wrong had to do with money and its use?

Money is at the root of a lot of things that go wrong, isn’t it?  Oh, the presenting problem may seem to be about this or that, but scratch the surface, dig down a little, often it’s about money.  The terrible truth is that the lure of money, its enticing promises of creaturely comfort and security, can drag the human creature down into darkness.  Too often, when money clashes with morality, money wins out.  That darkness, it can befall secular society, but also it can be a deathly dark shroud on the living of a faith community.
The Temple treasury:  some of it of course was intended to be used to provide structure for ministry.  A building to be maintained, with space where people could gather to worship God and to learn how to live as God’s people daily faithful, priests to be financially supported, lamp oil and other resources to be purchased – part of the treasury was intended to provide structure for ministry.  But a goodly portion of the treasury was intended for direct care of the poor.
The ancient prophets had preached it adamantly, that a big part of the Temple’s holy calling was to take care of the widow and the orphan, the poor, the vulnerable and unprotected.  But the Temple leaders had turned their backs on that holy calling.  Instead of taking care of this widow, they were taking advantage of her desire to give faithfully.  They were willingly taking her last penny to grow the Temple’s financial portfolio, if you will.  And by doing that, not only were they ignoring the voice of the prophets, they were breaking holy commandments.  Just a few paragraphs back in Mark’s gospel, we hear Jesus replying when someone asked which commandment is the greatest.  He answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.”  The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  There is no other commandment greater than these.”
See, Jesus inextricably linked together the two commandments, so that if we aren’t loving our neighbors, we aren’t loving God either.  Jesus made it clear, that when we aren’t loving what God loves, aren’t opening our hearts to God’s children, the evidence against us is irrefutable, evidence that our living, which might appear faithful, is nothing but a sham.

Her hand is poised, about to drop that penny into the treasury.  And we know what’s wrong with that picture:  she should have been receiving from that treasury.  Someone should have rushed up and said, “Stop!”  One of the Temple leaders should have reassured her that there are many ways to give faithfully, and that sometimes, in certain circumstances, the right way to give is not financial.  Somebody should have said, “Child of God, receive God’s love through our love.  We’re family for you; you’re our sister; we’ve given into this treasury for you; receive our care.”  But none of the Temple leaders rushed to take care of her.  They had perverted the essence of Temple life, had abandoned the Temple’s calling to stand on holy ground.
“They devour the widows’ houses,” Jesus said, and he said that the Temple would be destroyed.  And it was, you know.  That massive and very, very beautiful building, which so long had welcomed worshipers, that sanctuary so full of history, so full of memories and prayers and the stability of beautiful traditions was reduced to rubble.
Thing is, a temple or a church can be reduced to rubble while the walls of the edifice itself remain standing.  When what’s going on inside those walls is no longer consistent with the holy calling to stand on holy ground, there’s the rubble and stench of death.  That temple or church has died, no longer exists as what it was born to be.

The widow:  she came to this church last Tuesday.  She came with a heavy heart, but this widow came also with a heart full of trust, trusting us to fulfill our holy calling to stand on holy ground, trusting us to care and give care.  She’s young, just a few years past her 30th birthday.  Her husband was young, too, only 37 when a year ago he died suddenly of a massive heart attack, leaving her to support their five children.  The social security check she and the children receive as his survivors covers the rent on their house.  And she herself has a job, her earnings to be used for utility bills, school supplies, clothing, but with her pay barely over minimum wage, she needs food stamps in order to feed her family.  And, though her children receive medical care through Medicaid, she herself has nothing for her own health care.  The company she works for hires no full-time employees, thus relieving them of the necessity to provide medical benefits.  She was managing, though, with that one penny eking out a living, determined to take care of her children.
But then there was a snafu with food stamps, and some other things happened, and she got behind in paying her utility bills and had received notice that both water and electricity would soon be cut off.  She’d been to CAM – the Christian Assistance Ministry – but with so many to help, CAM can give only the last $25.00 dollars, after the person somehow has raised the rest.  How could she do that?  Her mother is a poor widow, too, and her brothers are barely able to support their own wives and children.  How else could this poor widow raise the rest, except by begging from churches and other benevolent organizations?  She’d never begged before, she said, but suddenly she had no other choice.  And so, she came to us.
You see, out in the San Antonio community, Madison Square has a reputation for being a church that’s alive and caring, standing on holy ground.  Is that reputation accurate?  Well, let me tell you how you responded when this widow came to the church door.  What you did, you didn’t do it first hand.  You did it through my hands, trusting me to do it on your behalf, to use rightly what you’ve so gladly given to take care of the poor, both those who live on the streets and those known as “the working poor.”  Through the Pastors’ Discretionary Fund, trusting Kenny and me to use it on your behalf, over and over again you’ve extended care to the widow and orphan, to the poor and vulnerable and unprotected, and last Tuesday you did it again.
This is indeed a church alive and standing on holy ground.  You’re living the way of the kingdom out in the community, individually extending care in so many different ways.  And you’re extending care together, as church.  The help you give through our Mission Committee, through faithful Elders, the compassionate assistance you give through our Deacons, whose ministry extends beyond our walls, the care you give through the discretionary fund, indeed, Madison Square’s reputation is well-founded.  Thanks to your love of God beautifully evident in your love of what God loves, in your love of your neighbor, faithful generosity blooms oh so gloriously among you, and last Tuesday, that faithful generosity became very good news in a poor widow’s life.  We paid both bills in full and took her grocery shopping, to tide her over till food stamps come next week.  And perhaps we can give further help.  If you know of a full-time job for her, if you can give the family an additional bed, if you’ll provide a computer to replace the broken beyond fixing computer the children used to use for doing their homework, let me know.
Meanwhile, know and rejoice that your way of living the kingdom Way is singing gospel, singing the Good News into people’s lives.  Know and rejoice in God’s grace, in the living Spirit which is guiding, building, strengthening the faith of the Madison Square church family, to remain as we were born to be, a church standing on holy ground.
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