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How Will We Give

Have you ever noticed how some of the most successful, glamorous and well-known individuals seem to be some of the most insecure people.  Psychologists refer to this phenomenon as an “imposter syndrome”.  Hidden deep in the psyche is the fear that one might be discovered to be less than he or she might appear to be.  Perhaps you can imagine the kinds of things that run through a person’s mind or perhaps you have heard those same voices in your own head.  “I am not good enough.”  “I may be found out to be less smart than they first thought.”  “She is not as capable as she tries to convince everyone that she is.”  “He is not nearly as athletic as he would have people believe.”  

I know that I have sometimes played those tapes over in my head.  When I went to Bethel College from little bitty Marlow, OK, I was convinced that I would be in for some real challenges.  Okay, so I had graduated in the top ten of my high school, but I was convinced that I would have to work much harder in college to be able to compete with the level of scholarship which I would encounter there.  I was convinced that I would have to work really hard to have the same kind of academic success in college, which I had encountered in high school.  I did not want to be discovered to be less intellectual or less scholarly than I saw myself to be, yet I was always afraid that I would be discovered to be less gifted than I had come to believe.

If in no other way, I believe that most of us feel a similar sense of inadequacy as Christian disciples.  We feel that we just are not as Christ-like as the next person.  We fear that our faith would not measure up against those around us.  I would be shocked if all of us have not felt that at one time or another and yet we are afraid to voice this feeling of inadequacy.  In the text we shared a few minutes ago, it does not appear that the scribes and Pharisees had any such challenges.  Mark describes those religious leaders as they parade around wearing their piety for all the world to see.  They would strut around in those long robes and voice long pretentious prayers; is it any wonder that people wondered if all the hype was for real or if it was just a cover up for their inadequacies.  Basically Jesus called them out as the posers and imposters that they were.  Jesus joined in the long line of Israel’s finest who denounced such a show of piety by singling out four particular activities, which he believed to be particularly disturbing.

The desire to have the best seat in the synagogue and to acquire the place of honor at a banquet seem to be problematic for a variety of reasons.  Remember that Jesus was calling us to a life of service and those activities seem to be contradictory to the life of servitude.  Now, I have a little bit of good news to offer to you.  If I were to poll this congregation and ask which seat in our worship space is the best seat in the house, I would likely get as many different answers as there are folks present.  I say that to give you the good news that the seat, which some of you would defend as though it were a military secret, might not be considered the seat of honor or the best seat in the church, so you don’t have to feel badly about your guarding of it.  That is, you don’t have to feel badly about the way you feel about your seat, unless it keeps you from being hospitable and welcoming to newcomers.  If Jesus were here sharing these words today, he might suggest that those of us, who have no need of a handicapped parking space or a space close to the door, should consider doing the hospitable thing and leave the closer parking spaces for our guests or visitors, or for our church family members who need to be able to park close to the door.  


The image of persons parading around in long robes might seem a bit odd to most of us.  In Jesus’ day, the wearing of a long robe that would drag the ground was a sign of a person’s importance.  It was a sign that the person who could drag around such a robe had the position and power to be in no hurry and it was usually only worn by people who did not really have to work.  This was the sign of a person of leisure or a person of prestige.  In terms of religious purposes, “Long robes” were specially designed garments meant to cover one completely as a sign of modesty during prayer and during the performance of certain rituals.  While they were originally intended for religious modesty, Jesus was frustrated that some people were using them for anything but modesty.


Imagine the looks that I would get if I decided to go to the mall or to the grocery store wearing my pulpit robe.  Though our choir does not wear choir robes on Sunday morning, imagine the strange looks they would get if some of them decided to wear a choir robe to a local restaurant for Sunday lunch.  That may seem laughable, but what about those people who wear great big crosses around their necks or those folks who have crosses or other religious tattoos that they sport.  The question that Jesus raises is a good one.  Do we wear our religious jewelry for ourselves or for others?  When we put a bumper sticker on our car, what is the purpose?  Are we wearing our religious displays as a constant reminder to ourselves that we are God’s own and our lives are not our own?  Are we wearing them so that others can see our piety?  Is it just for show?

How do we keep our motives in check?  Jesus offers some practical advice.  It was not uncommon in Jesus’ day for those who wore their long robes to be greeted in public as a show of respect for their position or power.  Jesus appears to have been condemning the practice of displaying long robes in public, just to receive the recognition that those persons believed was rightfully theirs.  It is not that Jesus had a problem with one who would display their faith publicly, he just warned against using one’s religion to manipulate others, as the Scribes and Pharisees did.  Verse 40 drives this point home.  The showy parade of piety for the purpose of enhancing one’s own sense of self is shown to be nothing more than a mask for callous self-service.  I think that Jesus’ point that we should be cautious of pompous piety is still well taken today, because those who would parade their piety seem to try to use their devotion to take advantage of those who are vulnerable in our world.


When we lived in Cookeville, Tennessee, Stephanie received a letter in the mail one day which disgusted her and when she showed it to me, I felt the same way about it.  In opening the envelope, the letter looked like a billfold with money falling out of it.  The note attached said, “I found your wallet.  I am returning it to you with ten fold.”  The letter went into a discussion about turning our financial worries over to God, so that God can bless us ten fold.  The basic message of the letter was true, but the disgusting part of the letter was that it was a request for financial support for their ministry.  Their suggestion was for recipients of the letter to place their own wallet on top of the wallet from the mailing, offer the prayer from the letter, and God would bless them ten fold after they had sent in a donation to this ministry.  Do those things and God would keep them from ever having financial troubles again.  You can see why the letter was so upsetting.

Jesus was warning us not to be fooled by those who would use religion to manipulate vulnerable people.  He urged us not to be fooled by such foolishness.  As he said it, “Watch out for those religious folks, who love to walk around in academic gowns, preening in the radiance of public flattery.”  Jesus warned us about not falling victim to those who would prey on the weak.  If we tried to formulate a list of those who try to find ways to prey upon the weak in our own day, I am sure that the list would be long and complicated.  But Jesus said that it is not ours to concern ourselves with, because they will pay for their abuse of others in the end.  Or, as our Confession of Faith says it, “Justice is woven into the fabric of the universe”, so we do not have to concern ourselves with the injustices which we see all around us.


While the first part of this text put the scribes in their place, the second part of this passage teaches us about an observation which Jesus made while sitting opposite the church treasury.  The point of this story about the poor widow with her two small coins is made plainly by Jesus in verse 44.  “All the others gave what they will never miss; she gave extravagantly what she could not afford – she gave her all.”  Unfortunately it is more difficult to illustrate the total, selfless devotion of the widow than it is to illustrate the discrepancy between the posturing and the practice of the scribes.  The widow displayed genuine modesty and devotion to God.  The scribes displayed devotion to self and to spiritual superiority.

In recent years, after the bombing of the Murrow Building in Oklahoma City and in the wake of the 9-11 attacks, we was the amazing devotion of rescue teams, who worked literally around the clock to search for survivors.  It seems so obvious that these are examples of people who are giving their all.  Why is it that the most prominent examples of people giving their all come from situations of extreme tragedy?  I guess it is because of the way in which the human spirit seems to rise above extreme adversity.  This story illustrates that reality that God expects that kind of commitment from us all of the time.


The account of the widow who “gave extravagantly, who gave her all” immediately precedes the final dramatic episode of Mark’s story of Jesus.  In his Passion narrative, Jesus “put in everything” not only all that he had to live on, but his entire life.  Jesus may have been talking about the widow’s monetary contribution in this story, but it is not all about the money.  The real point of the story is that this poor widow was willing to give all that she had to God.  When we devote our lives to Christ, we give everything that we have and everything that we are to Christ.  

Some people have said that giving to God isn’t really giving until it hurts.  Christ gave sacrificially and so must we.  All of us are busy people.  We have many things which occupy our lives and which keep us from doing the things which we know down deep in our souls that we need to be doing.  We get busy with hurrying off to this appointment or that engagement, and if we are not careful, we can come to feel that life is passing us by.  Jesus says that the widow in this story shows us that in order to truly serve God, we must give our all to God.  


This poor woman models for us the Christian pattern of the rightful stewardship of our possessions.  She shows us the proper manner in which to regard our belongings in relationship to our God.  To be a Christian is to bear the name of Christ.  If that name is a valid identification, our lives will testify, even at the level of material things, to the lordship of the one whose name we bear.  Like Jesus, this woman was free in relation to God – she was free from fear in the face of her world’s realities, free from the unbridled generosity in response to the goodness of God.  


The Message translation translates verse 44, “All the others gave what they will never miss; she gave extravagantly what she couldn’t afford – she gave her all.”  If we can learn to give our all to our God, we will know what it is to live out our lives as abundantly as that poor widow lived.  Living lives of wholeness involves living in the Spirit of the One who willingly placed his whole life of the cross, so that wholeness might be restored in our lives.


So, on this second Sunday of November, what will our response be?  Will we give only those things which we might never miss, or will we give extravagantly and abundantly as our God has given to us?  Will we give all that we have and all that we are because our God has blessed us so mightily?  May we commit ourselves to giving our lives- our time, our talents, our resources and our devotion – the whole of our lives to our God.  The scriptures say that we have received freely, so it is only right that we should also freely give.  May God find us faithful.


And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.

