November 11, 2018

Mark 12:38-44

Enough Really Is Enough

The widow had two small coins. She decided it was two coins too much.

AT A GLANCE: 
Perhaps we have all said this at some time in some particular context: “Enough is enough.” We say this when circumstances drive us into a corner. We’re forced to say, “Enough.” At that point in time something changes. But often, we are not likely to say “Enough is enough” when it comes to money. Somehow, we never have enough money. Few people ever call a halt to the quest for wealth and say, “You know what? I have enough. I’d like to spend less time making money and more time making a difference.”

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s OT text, see “Ruth and the Matchmaker,” November 8, 2015, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Hebrews 9:24-28, see “100 Years of 11.11.11.” 

Picture a boxer, beaten-up and exhausted, many rounds into a grueling match. The bell rings, and he collapses onto a stool in the corner. With each round, his chances of winning have slipped slowly away. His opponent is just too strong, too fast. 
Silently, the boxer’s trainer hands him a wet towel for his forehead, and tends to his wounds. Then, he stops and looks into his eyes. A silent agreement passes between them. The trainer picks up another towel and throws it into the ring. Enough is enough.
	Picture a small child, riding in a supermarket cart being pushed by his mother. He’s been throwing a tantrum for the past 10 minutes. The other shoppers are looking at them with annoyance, but his mother goes on with her shopping as though nothing has happened. She knows how to handle the situation. She’s seen it before. Her son — who’s cried himself out by now — realizes he’s not getting anywhere with this tactic. So he stops, ending his fearsome crying jag with a pathetic whimper. Enough is enough.
	Picture a man who’s been struggling for many months with a disturbing thought. He’s always enjoyed having a drink with dinner, but lately it seems that one drink has turned into two, or three or so many he’s lost count. His marriage is on the rocks, his children give him disapproving glances and his boss is threatening to fire him because he’s habitually late. He’s troubled by the thought that maybe he’s an alcoholic. A friend of his who’s in recovery himself has said as much. He’s told him about Alcoholics Anonymous and how it literally saved his life. He’s given him his card and said, “Call me any time.” The man fishes the card out of his top dresser drawer. Enough is enough.
	Picture a husband and wife who have reached an impasse in their marriage. For years now, they’ve traced and retraced the same pathways, resurrected the same tired, old arguments. There seems to be no solution, no way out of the logical and emotional tangle into which they’ve collapsed. Over the years, one or the other of them has suggested they go to their minister for help, or maybe a therapist — but each time, one of them has been unwilling. Now, they look at each other, and both of them realize it’s the only solution. They’ll go to seek help, at last. Enough is enough.

In countless circumstances, saying “Enough is enough” is a good thing. It’s a recognition that it’s time to cease our pointless striving. It’s a decision to move on.
	Why is it that, in each of these instances, somebody’s finally able to say, “Enough is enough” — but that when it comes to the accumulation of material wealth, most of us still believe the sky’s the limit?“You can never be too rich or too thin,” said Wallis Warfield Simpson, who married King Edward VIII of England (a decision that led to his decision to abdicate the throne). Most people — thinking of the deadly disease of anorexia — would disagree with the Duchess of Windsor on the too-thin part. But too rich? No way. To quote a character in one of Jesus’ parables, “You can always build a bigger barn, right?”
	The story of the Widow’s Mite in Mark 12 is an example of someone declaring “enough is enough” financially and thereby finding freedom. No doubt every resident of Jerusalem who knew this impoverished elderly widow worried on her behalf, thinking that she might not have enough to live on.
	The early verses of this week’s Scripture lesson contain a critique by Jesus of the worldly temple authorities. In verses 38-40, he scolds the scribes who live an opulent lifestyle, strutting around in lavish robes and gorging themselves at banquets, even as “they devour widows’ houses.”
	The story is seldom retold, in full context, including this detail. Jesus has just remarked that no one should be forced to give herself poor. Even Jesus himself, it seems, thinks the widow’s gift is too much, rather than enough. And yet ... and yet ...
It’s her decision — her desire to give herself poor. No one — not even the scribes, in all likelihood — would have said this woman ought to give up the very last coin she had, placing herself in abject poverty.
	But she does it anyway. She does it of her own volition. Strange as it may seem to our own prudent, cautious selves, she decides that having nothing — absolutely nothing — is enough.
	It literally isn’t enough, of course. That’s the irony. Jesus is brutally honest about that, as he tells the tale. The mite, that tiny coin, is all this woman has to live on. By placing it in the temple collection-box, the widow makes a truly sacrificial gift. Because of her remarkable generosity, she guarantees she will not have enough. She may literally die as a result.
	It’s akin to a decision Jesus himself will soon make, just a few days from the date he tells this parable. On this day, he’s teaching in the temple in relative peace, surrounded by his disciples. Just a few days later, as Mark tells it, comes the agony in the garden when Jesus implores, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want” (14:36). A short time after, he will be on the cross, when this happens: “At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ ... Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last” (15:34, 37).
	Can you hear the sound of Jesus’ own mite falling into the collection-box?

The Stewardship Committee of Jack Stotts’ church in Texas — in the early days of his ministry — was opening the envelopes that contained pledge cards they’d just received in the annual campaign. When they came to the card of Mamie Cades, they were dismayed. It seemed the amount was far more than Mamie could afford.
	Mamie, as Jack described her years later, was a tall, homely woman who always wore threadbare dresses that looked to be decades old. She lived by herself in a house that was in terrible repair. Everyone assumed she was poor — which, by most definitions, she was.
	“Somebody’s got to talk with Mamie and tell her she can’t afford this gift,” one of committee members said. “She ought to keep the money. The church doesn’t really need it, and she could use it to fix up her place. You go tell her, Pastor.”
	With some trepidation, the young and inexperienced pastor set out to do just that. He arrived at Mamie’s ramshackle house, and sat down in her parlor. He could hear the wind whistling through cracks in the walls.
	Stotts told Miss Cades (for he would never have dreamed of calling her by her first name in that place and time) of the Stewardship Committee’s concern.
	A look of dismay came over her face. “Would you take my joy away from me?” she asked.
It was a modern-day Widow’s Mite parable. It taught Stotts something valuable that informed his later work as president of McCormick Theological Seminary, tasked with raising major gifts. He told this story in an address to the “Embraced by Abundance” stewardship conference in Phoenix, Arizona, August 2002.

For residents of the United States, Thanksgiving Day will soon be upon us. It’s an excellent opportunity for us all to declare, “Enough is enough.” When we keep the holiday well, we make that statement not out of a sense of deprivation, but rather out of deep gratitude. We look around us, count our blessings, and realize that, yes indeed, we have been blessed.But our possessions are not the source of that blessing. It’s our relationship with a living, loving God.
	What such a God gives us in life, in terms of material wealth, simply has to be enough. Think about that for a moment. Truly think about it. Would a God whose very nature is abundance give us anything less than enough? The spiritual challenge for us lies in meeting our generous God where God truly is — not where our own avarice may lead us.
	The book of Revelation spins a colorful picture of a heavenly city that’s about as far removed from the widow’s mite as possible. This city — God’s city — is positively glittering with material wealth: “The wall is built of jasper, while the city is pure gold, clear as glass. The foundations of the wall of the city are adorned with every jewel. ... And the twelve gates are twelve pearls, each of the gates is a single pearl, and the street of the city is pure gold, transparent as glass” (Revelation 21:18-21).
	All this opulence, though, is beside the point. It’s utterly insignificant because of the far-superior glory described in the verses that follow: “I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb.”
	Of what value are streets of glittering gold and gates of shimmering pearl in a city lit by the glory of God? Maybe the widow with her mite imagined how she would walk those golden streets one day soon, and how — even if she could have contrived to take that tiny coin with her — it would be utterly insignificant.
	To her, the only treasure worth pursuing is the glory of God. And that — for her and for us — most certainly is enough.

Let’s consider one final way that enough may truly be enough this Thanksgiving. It has nothing to do with money. For some of us, it may be true that there’s a friend or family member with whom we’ve had a falling-out. Maybe we haven’t spoken to that person for a very long time. Or maybe, when we have spoken, even the most innocent of conversations quickly degenerated into an argument — not just any argument, but the same intractable disagreement, endlessly replayed.
	Maybe in a couple of weeks we’re going to sit down for dinner with that person on Thanksgiving Day. Or, maybe there’s little chance that person will be there — although, by rights, he or she really should be at that table.
	Whichever of those alternatives may be the case, there’s still time between now and then for us to declare that enough is enough. There’s still time for us to just let it go, to let the other person have the satisfaction of winning the argument. Life is too short to allow envy, jealousy, anger or feelings of personal woundedness to get in the way of gratitude to God, whose very nature is abundance.
	This Thanksgiving, enough is enough. It really, truly is!

	Let us pray:
	Great Lord, you are the giver
	of every good and perfect gift.
	From the morning sun to the evening star,
	our days are measured by your indescribable generosity.
	We confess that we find it hard, at times, to be thankful.
	So easily we allow ourselves to be distracted:
	by greed, by pride, by desire.
	Teach us that contentment is not the result of what we have,
	but is, rather, the result of what we believe:
	that we are your people,
	and the sheep of your pasture.
	In the name of Christ, we pray. Amen.

Kim Dunker, Marshall Johnson, Damon Laaker, Barbara A. Oshlo, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Principles of giving
· Scarcity and abundance
· The secret of contentment

Sources:
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Animating Illustrations
During a stewardship campaign at a local church in a Midwestern town, a volunteer noticed that one of their prominent members hadn’t made a contribution or a pledge. This person was making about $600,000 a year, so the volunteer thought, “Why not call him up?” 
	She calls the businessman. “Mr. Tightwad sir, according to our records you haven’t made a contribution to the church or a pledge, and I’m wondering if you would like to do so now?” 
	Mr. Tightwad with the M.B.A., responds, “A contribution? Are you kidding? Do your records show that I have an invalid mother who requires expensive surgery once a year just to stay alive?” 
	The volunteer is a bit embarrassed and confesses, “Well, no sir, I was not aware—” 
	“Do your records show that my sister’s husband was killed in a car accident? She has three kids and no means of support!” 
	Miss Volunteer is now completely at a loss. “I’m terribly sorry—” 
	“Do your records show that my brother broke his neck on the job and now requires a full-time nurse to have any kind of normal life?” 
	Completely humiliated, Miss Volunteer is ready to hang up. She says, “I am soooo sorry sir! I had no idea. Please forgive—” 
	But Mr. Tightwad is not through. “The gall of you people! I don’t give them a dime, so why should I give anything to you?!”

##

“Own an authentic piece of biblical history!” says the ad on Amazon.com, featuring a tiny coin from first-century Judea. This, the ad says, is the “actual type of coin mentioned in the story of the Widow’s Mite (Mark 12).”
	It is “a bronze half-prutah — the smallest coin in use during the time of Jesus.”
	Along with your half-prutah, you also get a “display folder, certificate of authenticity, tamperproof seal and description sheet.” The coin, the ad assures its buyer, “is legally exported from the Holy Land under license of the Israel Antiquities Authority.”
	The price varies from $19.98 to $24.99, depending on the condition of the ancient coin. The lower price gets you a coin in “acceptable” condition; the higher rate, one in “good” condition.
	Somehow, it’s hard to imagine the widow in Jesus’ parable springing for such a trinket.
—amazon.com. Just search on Amazon.com for “widow’s mite.” Retrieved May 29, 2018.

##

	Christian hope frees us to act hopefully in the world. It enables us to act humbly and patiently, tackling visible injustices in the world around us without needing to be assured that our skill and our effort will somehow rid the world of injustice altogether. 
Christian hope, after all, does not need to see what it hopes for (Hebrews 11:1); and neither does it require us to comprehend the end of history. Rather, it simply requires us to trust that even the most outwardly insignificant of faithful actions — the cup of cold water given to the child, the widow’s mite offered at the temple, the act of hospitality shown to the stranger, none of which has any overall strategic socio-political significance so far as we can now see — will nevertheless be made to contribute in some significant way to the construction of God’s kingdom by the action of God’s creative and sovereign grace.
—Craig M. Gay, The Way of the (Modern) World, Or, Why It’s Tempting to Live as If God Doesn’t Exist (Eerdmans, 1998), 77.

##

	So why on earth would [Jesus] turn around and praise a woman for endangering her already endangered life to support an institution he condemns?
	The simple answer is, he doesn’t. Read the story carefully; he doesn’t. Centuries of stewardship sermons notwithstanding, Jesus never commends the widow, applauds her self-sacrifice or invites us to follow in her footsteps. He simply notices her, and tells his disciples to notice her, too.
	This is a moment in the story when I’d give anything to hear Jesus’ tone of voice. Is he heartbroken as he tells his disciples to peel their eyes away from the rich folks and glance in her direction instead? Is he outraged? Is he resigned? What does it mean to him, mere seconds after he’s described the temple leaders as devourers of widows’ houses, to witness just such a widow being devoured? And worse, participating in her own devouring?
	Here’s a telling postlude: immediately after the widow leaves the temple, Jesus leaves, too, and as he does, an awed disciple invites Jesus to admire the temple’s mammoth stones and impressive buildings. Jesus’ response is quick and cutting: “Not one of these stones will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”
—Debie Thomas, “The widowed prophet,” journeywithjesus.net, November 1, 2015. Retrieved May 29, 2018.

##

	A chaplain was speaking to a soldier on a cot in a hospital. “You have lost an arm in the great cause,” said the chaplain.
	“No,” said the soldier with a smile. “I didn’t lose it — I gave it.”

##

	Just as one must learn the art of killing in the training for violence, so one must learn the art of dying in the training for nonviolence.
—Mahatma Gandhi.

##

	Over lunch in a downtown restaurant, Beatrice, a New Yorker in her late 30s, told me about two decisions she and her husband were considering. They were thinking about where to buy a second home and whether their young children should go to private school. Then she made a confession: She took the price tags off her clothes so that her nanny would not see them. “I take the label off our six-dollar bread,” she said.
	She did this, she explained, because she was uncomfortable with the inequality between herself and her nanny, a Latina immigrant. She had a household income of $250,000 and inherited wealth of several million dollars. Relative to the nanny, she told me, “The choices that I have are obscene. Six-dollar bread is obscene.”
	An interior designer I spoke with told me his wealthy clients also hid prices, saying that expensive furniture and other items arrive at their houses “with big price tags on them” that “have to be removed, or Sharpied over, so the housekeepers and staff don’t see them.”
—Rachel Sherman, “What the rich won’t tell you,” The New York Times, September 8, 2017. nytimes.com. Retrieved May 29, 2018.

##

Taking stock of what I have and what I haven’t
What do I find?
The things I got will keep me satisfied
Checking up on what I have and what I haven’t
What do I find?
A healthy balance on the credit side
Got no diamond
Got no pearl
Still I think I’m a lucky girl
I got the sun in the morning and the moon at night
—Irving Berlin, from “I Got the Sun in the Morning,” from Annie Get Your Gun.

Commentary
Mark 12:38-44

This text contrasts two sets of characters. On one hand, Jesus warns against the religious leaders who seek their self-glorification before the eyes of the people (vv. 38-40), and on the other hand, Jesus highlights the actions of a poor widow who has given her entire livelihood to the temple (vv. 41-44). Yet, these two sets of characters are connected in Mark’s gospel. Although the actions of this poor woman have traditionally been heralded as acts worthy of emulation, within this context sorrow rather than praise underlies Jesus’ words. 
This unit begins with a dim portrait of the scribes. Before reading chapter 12’s portrayal of their self-serving actions, however, Mark has recently told the reader that the scribes responded to Jesus’ actions in the temple by seeking a way to destroy him (11:18). Significantly, even in chapter 11, the author depicts the scribes as overly concerned with the opinion of the people. This concern is echoed in 14:1 where the scribes and chief priests plan to arrest Jesus privately. As a group, then, Mark portrays the “scribes” quite negatively, but this negative portrait is not cast upon all within this entity. In verses 28-34, one of the scribes demonstrates that he is “not far from the kingdom of God” (v. 34). Yet, the distance from the kingdom increases as Mark depicts the scribes in verses 38-40. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In contrast to the widow, who receives little description, the evangelist tells not only of the scribes’ actions, but of their motives as well. While Jesus is teaching, he warns his audience to beware of (literally, “to watch out for”) the scribes “who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets! They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation” (vv. 38-40). Their physical description is almost humorous. These grown men like to play dress-up in their finest religious garb, strut around the marketplace for all to see and wait for people to recognize their importance with the appropriate greetings. To complete the act, they even say long-winded prayers so that more people might have an opportunity to witness their “piety.” The author describes them as wanting or wishing (NRSV “like”) to act in this ridiculous manner (from , v. 38). “Long robes” were worn by priests, particularly on special religious occasions, but these scribes were acting like priests — not in the temple or the synagogue — but in the market. Wanting to have “the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets” (v. 39) is another indication of their own presumptuousness. These positions were the places of greatest honor reserved for dignitaries and most-honored guests. There is some indication in rabbinic tradition that those seated in the best seats in the synagogue even faced the people and positioned their backs to the sanctuary (C. A. Evans, Mark 8:27−16:20 [Word Biblical Commentary; Nashville, Tenn.: Thomas Nelson, 2001], 278). Such status would certainly not go unnoticed by all those present. 
Unfortunately, this self-made status proved successful. Many in the society believed these scribes to be people of importance. The people who were the most vulnerable were widows. Widows had no rights in their society. Their care fell to their children, if they had grown children. These scribes, who were lawyers, positioned themselves as important figures to be trusted, but Jesus accuses them of devouring the “houses” of widows. There are multiple potential meanings for this phrase. First of all, it should be noted that “houses” refers to more than physical homes. “Estate” or “household” would be a better translation here. These lawyers might have cheated a widow out of part of the estate when the woman sought a scribe’s legal expertise upon her spouse’s death. Perhaps the lawyer managed to squander part of the estate which the widow entrusted to him. Or, the scribe might have taken money or portions of the estate in exchange for long prayers on the widow’s behalf. In any case, Jesus charges the scribes with taking away the very livelihood of one of the most vulnerable members of first-century society. 
After Jesus denounces the pompous actions of the scribes, he sits down opposite the temple treasury and watches people offer money. While it is not clear exactly what Mark is describing with the word “treasury,” there is evidence of 13 trumpet-shaped chests, each designated for different taxes or offerings (J. R. Donahue and D. J. Harrington, Mark [Sacra Pagina; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 2002], 363). The sound of the metal coins being cast into these metal chests would have reverberated with the abundance of each gift being announced by the very act of giving it. It would have been impossible not to hear the sound of many coins clanging their way to the bottom of the chest, while the clink of two small coins from a poor widow might have gone unnoticed in the bustle of everyday life. From the context, it seems that these two small coins were perhaps intended for the upkeep of the temple itself. Monetarily the gift was insignificant. Two lepta (, a loanword from Latin) would not have much effect on the temple treasury. It took more than 100  to equal a denarius, roughly the equivalent of one day’s wage (Evans, 283). Though the coins were not worth much monetarily, Jesus describes their value as her whole living (literally, “her whole life,” v. 44).
He has condemned the scribes for devouring the estates of widows, and now he witnesses a widow surrendering her entire estate to the very institution that was supposed to protect her. (Regarding the care of widows and orphans, see Jeremiah 7:6; Exodus 22:22; Deuteronomy 10:18; 14:29; 24:17, 19-21; 26:12-13; 27:19). Certainly, her faithfulness is noteworthy, yet the position of her story is not incidental. Her story fulfills Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes in verse 40 and immediately precedes his prediction of the temple’s destruction in 13:1-2. Yet, her gift to the temple also echoes Jesus’ charge in 11:17 that the temple had become a “den of robbers” in 11:17. In a gospel where human needs are indeed important (consider Mark 3:1-5; 7:10-13; 12:28-34), the sacrificial gift of this widow resounds louder than a large deposit of coins in the temple treasury. Like the woman with the alabaster jar in 14:3-9, who gives a costly gift unselfishly, this widow has indeed offered her whole life. While this action is worthy of praise, the sorrow of its context cannot be overlooked. The scribes have failed her. The temple has failed her. The very building itself must be destroyed (13:1-2). The woman has done what she has been taught to do by the religious leaders whom she has trusted. She has been faithful, but her story demonstrates the truthfulness of Jesus’ charges against the robbers and devourers of widows (11:17; 12:40). While her actions might be praised by those seeking examples of selfless giving, sorrow surrounds the context of this generous gift, sacrificially given at the encouragement of those wanting to devour her estate.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:																	Mark 12:38-44
“How many of you are good jumpers?” Ask the children who raised their hands to stand up and jump. “How many of you are good hoppers?” Again, have the children who responded stand up and hop. “Can you put one hand on your nose and cross your other hand over to your ear?” (Demonstrate.) “Who wants to try?” Then ask the children to tell you what they’re really good at. Perhaps it is jumping, drawing or even making cookies. Perhaps, they’re really good at eating cookies! Point out that we all cannot be good at everything, but we can try to do the very best we can in everything we do. It is especially helpful when we do everything for God. In today’s Scripture lesson, Jesus sees a woman put a penny in the offering plate while other people put in lots more money. Who do you think Jesus said did the best they could? Was it the woman who gave a penny or the people who gave lots of money? It’s wonderful that people who have been blessed with riches are willing to give to the poor. But, in this case, Jesus had a special place in his heart for this person who gave only a penny. Why? Because that penny (hold up a penny) was the last penny, the only penny, she had. She did her best. She gave everything she had. When we give to others, what is important is not the amount of what we give, but the feeling we have in our heart. “Dear God, help us to do the best we can in everything we do. And no matter what we do, help us to remember to do it for you. Amen.”

Worship Resources

Prayers of Confession — General
Call to Confession
We turn to God in prayer not because we are compelled but because God invites us. We come to God not because of our righteousness but because of God’s grace. In that spirit, we offer this prayer of confession and unburdening.

Prayer of Confession
Loving God, we know that in every generation you call forth prophets to proclaim your word. We give you thanks that you are still speaking even today. Your Spirit inspires the young to see visions of a new creation and elders to dream of a time not yet known.
Yet we confess that we fail to hear your voice when it comes from an unexpected place. Convinced that we are right, we miss the Good News of your reconciling love.
	We confess that too often enough is not enough. We confess our unwillingness to live with less, to part with possessions. We confess that too often we sacrifice what is sacred for that which is profane.
Forgive us, God. Restore us with humility and awaken us anew to your presence and your promise. Amen.

Assurance of Pardon
The God of creation is a God of mercy. God is quick to forgive and God’s promise of restoration is for all people. Friends, believe the Good News of the Gospel. In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven. Thanks be to God!
—United Church of Christ website, ucc.org. Retrieved May 30, 2018.

Prayers — Offertory
O Lord, you graciously pour out your blessings on us. Your gifts surround us. Despite our abundance, help us see the widow’s gift, for we long to give as she did, gladly giving all she had.
All we have is a gift from your hand. Help us loosen our hands, giving to the work of this church on your behalf, for in giving freely to you, we gain the opportunity to live abundant lives!
—Posted on the Ministry Matters website, ministrymatters.com. 

Hymns
Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee
What Gift Can We Bring?
Now Thank We All Our God

Praise 
Make a Joyful Noise unto the Lord 
Lord, Be Glorified
Spirit Song
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twenty-Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle B
Ruth 3:1-5; 4:13-17*
Psalm 127
Hebrews 9:24-28*
Mark 12:38-44*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






