When I read this Scripture a few weeks ago and was told that we would be using this text during our stewardship season, I thought to myself, what a great text to use for stewardship season.  This is a text which if we read in the way we have traditionally read this text, is a great text to encourage folks to give money to the church.
We have this text where Jesus is teaching about being wary of the rich people who have lots of money and who make a big show of what they contribute to the church.  He condemns the actions of the people who like to take up the best seats at church and places of honor at dinner parties.  

In this text, Jesus then sits down next to the offering plates and watches as people bring forth their offerings.  He watches many rich people putting in large sums of money.  He never says anything about them.  He then watches a poor widow come forward and put in two small copper coins.  What we commonly call the widow’s mite.  Jesus then praises her as a sign of faithfulness.  She had so little but she gave everything she had.
Traditionally we look to this text and applaud this woman as a sign of faithfulness.  A good stewardship sermon based on this story is all about how it doesn’t matter how much we have.  What matters is that we give from the heart.  What matters is percentage giving.  This woman gave 100% which is far better than the percentage that the rich people gave because at most they gave 10%.  
A good stewardship sermon for today would note that statistics show that as people make more money that their percentage of giving to churches and charities goes down.  The more they make the less they give.  Traditionally we then use her as an example for all of us to not worry about how much we give but what percentage we give.  
It is better to give a higher percentage like this woman gave 100% and if want to show our love of God then we need to try to increase our percentage giving.  All of that would make for a really good stewardship sermon.
But there is a problem I am having as I look at this passage today.  The problem is that what I see in this text is not a good stewardship sermon.  As I have been reading this text this week, my good stewardship sermon is being challenged by what I think this text may also be saying.

The gospel writers are very intentional in organizing the stories in the way that they put them together.  There is purpose in their organization.  They are trying to make a theological point.  Let’s glance back over where the gospel writer Mark places this story of the widow’s mite and what he may be trying to communicate.

This text occurs at the time when Jesus enters into Jerusalem.  In chapter 11, the chapter just before what we read, Jesus enters Jerusalem and enters into the Temple.  As many of you know I got to go to Jerusalem several years ago and stand next to one section of the Temple wall.  This Temple wall is commonly called the Wailing Wall because Jewish and Christian people come to this wall and place their papers with their prayer requests in the cracks in the wall.  The wall is huge.  The Temple was huge.  I can’t really describe it.  It’s just huge.
So Mark records Jesus coming into the Temple and he looks around, then he leaves and goes to the town of Bethany.  It was like he came in to see the Temple for himself.  Mark does not record what Jesus thought of the Temple.  In Mark’s version, this is the first time Jesus sees the Temple.  He looks around and he leaves.
A day or so later Jesus returns to Jerusalem and he returns to the Temple.  He enters the Temple and he drives out those who were selling and buying in the Temple.  He overturns the tables of the money changers.  By overturning these tables it is as if Jesus is challenging the role of organized religion and how it is using their buildings in that society.  When the religious leaders see him do this, they begin to cook up their plans of how they can kill him.

Jesus then leaves the city and spends the night outside the city.  The next day he returns to Jerusalem and the church leaders ask him by what authority he is doing what he is doing.  Jesus says basically that his authority is from God.  It is not from the organized church.  Again, another blow against organized religion.  

Jesus speaks some more according to Mark and then Jesus is challenged by some Pharisees about paying taxes to the government.  It seems that the government of Rome was worried about some kind of financial cliff and there was debate about who should pay taxes and how much.  Good to know that this issue has been settled here in the US and we don’t have debates about tax rates.  <sic>

Jesus doesn’t get trapped into the discussion about money.  Jesus responds by declaring that they should give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.  And then we come to the story that we read last week.  The story of how the scribes recognize that loving one’s neighbor is much more important than the offerings that one gives to the religious institution.

All of these stories precede what we have just read about this poor widow giving all that she had to the religious institution.  But did you catch what was said just prior to this story of the widow giving all that she had?  Jesus condemns the religious leaders for the way they like to walk around with the nicest of clothes and be treated well by others.  Jesus says beware of them because these religious leaders devour widow’s houses.  

These religious leaders are being condemned for the way they are taking advantage of the poor and forcing them to contribute to the religious institution.  

So another way of reading this text of Scripture than the way it has been traditionally been read is to ask ourselves, if we observe a poor person give everything that they have to a religious institution with fancy buildings and well dressed clergy, would we applaud this poor person for what they have done?  Or would we think to ourselves, why are you giving all of your money to this religious institution because all they are doing is taking advantage of you as a poor person?
I told you that this has turned into a poor stewardship sermon.  Because as I read this text today, I see a condemnation on the institutional church for taking advantage of the poor rather than caring for the poor and widowed.  Rather than being there as a servant, the institutional church is condemned for being more focused on being served rather than serving.

And then the gospel writer Mark says this immediately after this story of this poor woman giving her all.  This is what Mark says in Mark 13: 1-2

Read Mark 13: 1-2

Another way of reading this text of this poor widow and her offering is to read it as a condemnation of the institutional church.    OK, time to give out the pledge cards and time for me to ask you to make a big financial contribution to the organized church.  <sic>

Just because we at Allison Creek are part of the institutional church does not mean that everything that we do is blessed by God.  Sometimes we spend money unwisely, sometimes we focus on the wrong things, sometimes we do not take care of the widows and orphans and the poor like we should, sometimes our clergy and elders act inappropriately, sometimes we behave badly towards one another.  
To make a financial commitment to God through this religious institution is to make a commitment to a flawed and, at times, sinful institution that acts in ways that may be at times a disappointment to God.  

But even though mistakes will be made, even though money will not always go to the places that you want, even though feelings will be hurt, even though we will sometimes act inappropriately toward one another, we still give.  
May God have mercy upon us when we get it wrong.  
May God bless us on those occasions when we get it right.  AMEN.
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