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1 Kings:17-10-16; Hebrews 9:24-28; Mark 12:28-44; Psalm 146, Praise God, O my soul!
Over the years, we’ve heard these two widows’ stories many times. Each time we hear them, they remind us of our invitation to trust in the abundance that surrounds us. Each time we hear them, they remind us that Divine Love is always available to us, and that we can always walk forward in faith and trust. So today – since we’re all agreed that we’ve heard that message before – let’s see if there’s something different that we might take from the stories of these two widows. 
In the First Book of Kings, we come upon the first widow in the desert, where she and her son are slowly starving to death. And they’re starving to death because of the Israelites’ transgressions. Because of their idolatry, God has withheld the rain, and there  is a great famine in the land. There are no crops. There is no water. The widow has only enough flour and oil left to make one little cake for herself and her son before they both die.
But along comes Elijah the prophet, who asks her to share what little she has.  Because Elijah is a prophet and a man of God, the widow acts with  selfless generosity. She makes the cake for a hungry Elijah, just as he requested. Scripture tells us that as a result of her act of trusting generosity, that little bit of flour and oil didn’t run out for a whole year, until the rains came and the famine was lifted from the land.     

So one message in the first story is quite clear – God punishes those who don’t trust in him (like the Israelites who had some back-up gods in case Yahweh didn’t work out for them the way they wanted him to). And God rewards those who do trust in him (like the widow). It’s one of those black & white messages about the God of the Israelites that remind us of what a primitive understanding of a punishing/rewarding God human beings once had …and just how far Jesus came in his understanding of his Abba God, several hundred years after the time of the Old Testament prophets.

Listen to our Gospel today. In it, we hear Jesus first of all castigating the scribes for their fancy vestments and the delight they take in sitting in places of honor at banquets and in the synagogue. But even worse, he says that because of their greediness, they “swallow up the property of widows.” Because they are literate, the scribes can read and write, and they are not above finagling a widow’s property right out from under her.  Jesus accuses these Temple authorities of draining already-poor people dry. And for this cardinal sin against mercy and compassion, Jesus says, they will be judged severely.

Soon after Jesus finishes talking about the scribes, yet another widow enters our readings for today, and this one turns out to be as generous as the first. This widow  has only two coins to her name, and she drops them both in the collection box. Jesus commends her, of course. She is as generous to the Temple Treasury as the first widow was to Elijah. And there’s much to be said for trusting God and being generous to a fault.   

But I wonder if absolute trust in God was really all that Jesus was trying to teach us in the story of the widow’s mite. Why juxtapose these two elements in this story? Why does Mark first write about the scribes and their selfish hypocrisy …  and then about the widow and her generosity? I wonder if another teaching point in the Gospel we heard today is not so much that the widow was generous, as much as it was that her generosity was a trusting response to the scribes’ greediness. In other words, we might wonder if the scribes took advantage of their positions as religious leaders … if they demanded as much as they could possibly get from this poor woman and others like her …and if they felt any requirement at all to care for the widows that their laws and their lifestyles had made destitute.

We can talk about what an act of trust in God it was for this widow to give her two last coins to the Temple Treasury. But I think the larger point to the story might be that one person’s joy should never create another’s sorrow; one person’s wealth should never come at the expense of another’s poverty; or maybe an institution’s sense of tradition should never  be maintained on the backs of those who never  receive justice from the very institution they support.  I really don’t know that Jesus was speaking so much to the widow’s generosity as he was telling us that no one has the right to live the lives of the 1% so long as among the other 99% we have brothers and sisters who are homeless, cold, hungry, sick, or marginalized.  I wonder if Jesus’ real point in this story is that, in fact, we have the obligation to structure our society so that in all we do, we are the face of God to our sisters and brothers in need. 

The first widow was rewarded directly by God. The second widow, Jesus says, ought to be rewarded by a justice exercised by those in positions of power and authority. They should be looking out for someone as poor as she. They should not have had a hand in making her as poor as she was. They should be grateful for God’s generosity toward them … then play that generosity forward.

So maybe one message today is about trusting in God and being generous with our gifts, even in our own times of need. But surely another message speaks to us of building a just society, not on the backs of those who have little, but out of the hearts of those who love much.

I invite you now to share whatever you may be thinking about the widows … about the scribes … about Elijah … about trust … about justice …
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