Mark 12:38-44 [Pent23B] November 8, 2009 – SVLC 

Grace to you and peace.  It is good to worship with you in peace. 
I was in Northern Ireland two weeks ago for my brother’s wedding, a place where people still long for peace.  Cultural not religious conflict between the generally wealthier, generally British Protestants (it’s hard not for me to imagine the scribes sauntering around in their robes) and the generally poorer, generally Irish Catholics still haunts that country.  So it is good to worship with you in peace, and live peaceably amidst our differences, bound in the unity of Christ who unites all in all.  Grace to you and peace.  AMEN.

A powerful text for us today, as Jesus casts shame on those who “devour the widows’ houses.”  Catching honor and respect in the marketplaces with all their fanciness, but ultimately live in ways that harm the poor, sometimes even unintentionally.  A powerful text for us today, as Jesus then sits down opposite the treasury, calls the disciples to him and honors the one who gave out of her poverty not out of her abundance.  A powerful text for us today, as we continue to ponder our own stewardship, our giving not just in this church, but our giving in this world.   A powerful text for us today, as we as a congregation move closer to our congregational meeting on the 22nd of this month where we together approve a budget, a holy document that hopefully reflects the work that God would honor and not shame.  A powerful text today, provocative in all sorts of ways.  
What catches me in this text is the image of Jesus sitting down opposite the treasury.  I picture him just sort of sliding down the wall of the temple until he’s sitting with his knees up, watching, listening as people come and put their gifts into the offering plate.  It’s a little strange, I imagine, having someone watching as you give.  

Do you ever think about that…who’s watching as you give?  I’m not sure what your own practice is but growing up I sort of remember my mom always putting our offering envelope with the amount written on it face down.  Other’s might be proud (in a healthy way) of what they are giving and put it face up— maybe because it’s a joy and a blessing to be able to give, maybe thinking it will inspire others to give, but for them it’s not secret.  Anyway, I think there’s always been a bit of a tension between keeping giving between you and God, and letting others know.  Anyway, either way, others are always watching.   And most importantly Jesus is watching.  Jesus is just sitting there watching and commenting, opposite the treasury.  And thank God that he is, even if it might be a little unnerving.

How would Jesus comment on your giving, sitting there watching you…not just your giving to the church, hopefully your tithe, but your total ministry output?  Are you giving from your poverty or from your abundance?  In other words are you giving off the top, first fruits giving, or from whatever’s left after taking care of yourself, bottom of the basket giving?  It’s an incredible leap of faith to be like that holy widow in the story today.

But thank God, Jesus is challenging us with such questions today.  We need constant reminding, constant nudging in order to keep the poor in view, in order to keep Christ in view.  So today we’re getting a little bump, a little nudge [elbowing]—“hey by the way, Jesus is over there watching everything,” opposite the treasury, opposite our dealings, our purchases, our financing, our budgeting.  How would he comment on your giving?  And thank God that he does.

So quickly, I think, gospel lessons like this one can throw us into a tailspin of guilt.  So that the image of Jesus watching strikes fear into us, rather than joy.  

But “Jesus watching us” put money into the treasury is a wonderful gift.  Thank God that Jesus is watching.  We need Jesus watching all the time…and he is.  

I want to tell you a little about this wedding service we were at in Ireland.  My brother Tim got married to Caitriona in a beautiful modern but Gothic-styled cathedral in the small town of Carndonough, on this little peninsula about 20 minutes away from the northern-most tip of Ireland.  It was incredible.  It was cool and rainy.  It was a very Catholic service—the priest wore golden vestments, the service lasted about an hour and a half—with communion and the sharing of the peace and a full sermon with carefully crafted wedding vows following.  Caitriona is a musician, so she had her musician friends playing all this classical music and the acoustics were divine.  And I was lost in the beauty of it all.  I tried not to cry, but my other brother and I both (I learned) can get emotional in times like this.  So the tears are flowing…the music and liturgy is just flowing…our brother’s getting married in the midst of it all…
But what really got me was when they said the prayers of the people, just like what we do every Sunday.  Tim and Caitriona had about 6 of their friends who literally had come from all over the world offer individual petitions.  And in the midst of all this beauty, all this glamour, all the flowing robes and golden music, in the midst of vows to one another, they never lost sight of what’s most important.  Together we prayed prayers for the poor, the children in Liberia, where Tim worked, those ravaged by war in the Sudan, the conflicts in Northern Ireland, the hungry, the lost, the forsaken.  (One of my professors in seminary suggested that we spend just as much time, if not more, writing the prayers of the people for the world, as we do on our sermons, and you could tell that they had put lots of time into this part of the service.)  Might sound like it wasn’t about them, but it was very personalized, while keeping God at the center, binding them not only to one another, but to the community, the global community in love.  It was very moving, especially in this part of the world where conflict is still very real.  I know there’s a bit about long prayers in our reading for today, but in the worship and more specifically the wedding worship setting, it was so powerful to hear such prayers that keep us ever mindful of Christ.  A wedding is one example of a place where the poor might be most easily forgotten, in the grandeur of the day, and yet they were remembered and honored like Jesus honored the widow.

After communion, the priest thanked God for giving us both the “proper amount of judgment” and the knowledge of God’s love and forgiveness.  It struck me as wildly Lutheran – the words we use for this are Law and Gospel.  

Today’s text presses us to the Law (the “proper amount of judgment”) and in so doing we are immersed in the Gospel (the knowledge of God’s love and forgiveness).  Thank God Jesus is sitting and watching us opposite the treasury, because there Jesus is nudging us, inviting us to offer even more of ourselves, pressing us to be more compassionate, more sacrificing, more focused on the poor in our midst; and there also Jesus is welcoming us into the arms of love and forgiveness where we might rest and rejuvenate for the journey before us.  The psalmist said it best today:  Happy are they who have God for their help.  Happy are we who have Jesus helping us, sitting and watching us, challenging us, loving us this day and forever more.  AMEN.
