“The Widow’s Mighty Mite”

8 November 2009, Mark 12:38-44

As I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, in this section of Mark he’s trying to teach us to look beneath the surface because appearances can be deceiving. I was reflecting on this over the weekend while I was drilling with the National Guard. Since we’re from Louisiana, we’re not always the most outwardly impressive bunch. For example, when we arrived in Afghanistan I could almost hear the murmuring of the active Army folks as we got off the plane. As you can imagine looking at me, we’re not all in the greatest shape. Our military discipline often left a great deal to be desired. Some of us had Cajun accents that literally had to be translated so others could understand it. We griped, complained, spit, and scratched too much. But absolutely no one did more to clear mines, put up sleeping quarters, and establish a workable perimeter than we did.

We had replaced “spit and polish” active duty battalion that to all appearances was top notch. However when their return was delayed by a week, they refused to work in protest. We ended up doing so much more, and worked to the end when we too were delayed by three weeks.

Similarly, here you have scribes in long robes being greeted as “Rabbi” in the marketplace, and beside them a seemingly insignificant widow. One to all outward appearances is blessed, while the other one would cause people to murmur and say “how sad” whenever she walked by; but appearances, Mark would say, could be deceiving.

According to ancient sources, in the courtyard of the Temple there were 13 large cornucopia-shaped receptacles used for receiving offerings. Since they were made of metal, the clanking was no doubt quite impressive as the wealthy made their donations. On the other hand, the two “lepta,” the smallest coin in the ancient world, would hardly make a tinkle as they entered. In the days of the King James Bible, there was a small, insignificant Danish coin worth about a penny that they called a “mite,” hence her offering has been known ever since as “the widow’s mite.” Our text invites us to look beneath the surface, and ask ourselves who was truly blessed—the wealthy and socially prominent, or this poor widow woman?

On the surface, those who wore robes seemed blessed. In Jesus’ day, a robe marked one out as a person of wealthy, leisure, and prominence. First of all, it was impossible to do much physical labor wearing a robe, so wearing one in effect announced to the world, “I’m above all this hands-on stuff.” We get our word “stoles” from these robes. We also get our word “candidate” from the glittering white toga (canditatus) worn by ancient wealthy Romans who could afford to run for office. The color indicated, “I don’t have to get my ‘hands dirty.’”

Again, those who were benefactors, the primary givers at the synagogue, were given seats of prominence up at the front facing the congregation. Inscriptions, the ancient equivalent of plaques, would dot the building announcing that they had donated this or that. 

And again, contrary to the Da Vinci painting, the wealthy reclined on couches, leaning on their left elbows and eating with their right hands. People walking by (the ancient equivalent to watching the Wal Mart truck unload or reading People magazine) could look into the courtyard and see the patrons in the seats of honor under the spotlight. 

Our desire to advance ourselves is no less present today. I read one time about a hotel chain that consistently got bad reviews for the “wait time” for the elevators. They looked at the price of going to each site and adding an elevator, and the cost was simply prohibitive. But what were they going to do about all the “sniveling” about the wait? Knowing our culture well, one consultant suggested placing full-length mirrors at each elevator, so guests could admire and preen themselves. You guessed it—complaints instantly disappeared. Apparently if we can look at and endlessly admire ourselves, we don’t mind lingering.

There’s been a great deal of flooding in Louisiana in recent days, and so yesterday as I crossed the Red River it was shockingly high. Looking down you could see swirling currents and whirlpools on the normally benign-looking surface. I saw a piece of flotsam spin around and then disappear into the murky depths. It reminded me of the tug of fame, prominence, and recognition that can so quickly pull us under. 

Apparently this widow was like that flotsam, pulled under in a corrupt system. Jesus had just commented that the self-serving leadership of his day “devours widow’s houses.” Now we don’t know exactly what this means, but it’s probably like those commercials where they offer a good deal but then sneak the “small print” part in with a rapidly-speaking announcer. The commercial, had it been available might have run like this: Is your man gone with no one to look after your property and money? Then depend on your leaders to look after you. (Then a rapid voice would add: taxes, liens, and fees will be deducted for our services in the amount you have left as we suck you dry leaving you only two mites. See Temple dealership for details.)

Life had not worked out liked she planned. Her husband had died, leaving her heart broken. Her money had been devoured by a corrupt system. But before we pity her, we should remember that when life breaks us, it allows the light to shine through. She could have nursed anger and resentment, but instead in prayer she had let it go. In spite of everything that had happened to her, she had found God to be faithful. As a matter of fact, God had remade her into the image of Jesus, who also came to Jerusalem and gave his all.

The good news for us is that this widow is an incongruent reminder that when life shatters us, we should look carefully for the light to come in. When we learn to let go of nursing regrets and resentments, we can forgive. And when we forgive, a prisoner goes free, and we are that prisoner. When all the props that we usually depend on are kicked away, we can find God to be faithful. Then we are blessed as we learn to look away from the praise of people, rejoicing instead in the applause of heaven. Rather than concentrate on what we’ve lost, we can learn to thank God for what we gained. And we’re not expected to do any of this alone, as Jesus has given us a new family to help every step of the way.
When we look beneath the surface, we see that her offering was truly a “mighty mite.” Amen.
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