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Reflection for 7 November 2021—Ultimate Sacrifices 

Text: Mark 12:38-44 One who gave their “all.” 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 
 

As we observe Remembrance Day this week, our gospel reading for today stays in the 

Revised Common Lectionary sequence of readings from the gospel of Mark. It may 

disappoint some of you that I didn’t choose to leave the lectionary for a reading about 

war and peace, but when we do that, we loose the message that can be found right 

there when we open our eyes. And I DO think the widow’s story connects in a very real 

way with our Remembrance observance. 

Today’s gospel story becomes especially interesting when we look at what was really 
happening in the Temple that day. First, Jesus is likely dissing SOME of the scribes—
religious teachers, actually the folks who copied scripture by hand—sort of secretaries. 
He may not have said they are ALL bad, just the ones that put on airs and steal from 
widows. And then he contrasts them with a woman whose generosity was humble, but 
pretty exceptional.  

The Gospel story talks about the widow putting in two small coins called “lepta,” which 
together equal a “kodrantes.” It took 64 kodrantes to make a denarius, which was 
the pay for a day labourer for a day’s work! A labourer on that kind of wage was living 
on a subsistence basis, likely below the equivalent of today’s minimum wage. There 
were no frills for those folks. And the widow had—and gave—only a tiny fraction of 
that: 1/64th of a denarius. All that she had. 

Let’s look more closely at the first part of our reading. Unlike our text in English, the 
Greek text of the New Testament has no punctuation. There are no commas. We might 
ask, “What difference does a comma make? “ A great deal, sometimes! 

An example I have seen many times is a simple English sentence: 
“Woman  without  her  man  is  nothing.” Depending on placement of the commas, you 
could read, “Woman, without her man, is nothing.” OR, with different placement of the 
commas, it could read, “Woman, without her, man is nothing.” As you can see, a 
couple of commas drastically CHANGES the meaning of the sentence. 

Most of the time, it is fairly clear where those pesky punctuation marks should go, in 
English and in Greek, but not so here. The New Revised Standard Version, usually a 
very reliable translation, puts commas where there originally were none, showing a bias. 
‘Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with 
respect in the market-places, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of 
honour at banquets!’—as if ALL the scribes liked to do this. But if you remove the 
commas, the implication is that you are told to beware ONLY of those who put on 
airs. Beware of those who like to be recognized as important, be given special privileges 
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and who take advantage of widows (who were the most vulnerable people in society at 
that time).  

THAT would be a lot more consistent with the kind of teaching Jesus did. He did not 
just indiscriminatingly berate rich people or people in authority. But he DID point out 
when they did not live according to their own rules. In this case, the rule he was 
thinking of was that the offerings at the temple were to take care of poor people, not to 
buy their clergy designer jeans or dinner at the Royal York, so to speak.  

When Jesus sees the widow giving the smallest of gifts and comments on it, he is 
pointing out an injustice that the people in his day would understand. We don’t, without 
understanding the culture and religious rules.  

In Jesus’ day, as in our own, there was a vast discrepancy between the disposable 
income of those at the upper end of the economic scale and those at the very bottom. 
The text tells us that the wealthy people put in large sums and the widow put in two of 
the smallest coins in circulation. 

We know that what two people might spend these days in one meal at a fancy 
restaurant would feed another person’s family for a week, or more. The comment 
seems to be “look at the fact that she is giving everything” for something she believes 
in. That changes things. 

When I was preaching stewardship sermons in churches across Canada, when I 
worked in the national office, I often told an apocryphal story about a man who was 
giving his testimony at a gathering and testified that God blessed him with great riches 
in his life BECAUSE he had given away 100% of everything he made in his first 
summer job. That was generous, but not risky, as his parents paid for everything he 
needed. He was able to do that and felt good about it. But at the point where he 
claimed that God made him rich because he gave away everything he had that 
summer, an elderly woman in the front row called out, “I dare you to try it again!” 

Today’s story calls us to take a deeper look at our giving, our level of giving, and at 
the ways we make use of our privilege, whatever that may be. It applies to us as 
individuals, but also as a whole church. But it does not offer us pat answers to 
complex questions. 

Giving is a spiritual discipline, NOT a personal investment scheme. Buy a Canada 
Savings Bond or a GIC if you want a sure investment; or go to your bank or credit 
union or an investment firm and ask for advice on how to grow your money.  

In another way, giving IS an investment. It’s an investment both in the future and 
present mission that we do together as the church. Or as the community. We give for 
the future of the arts community, the community hospital, the Child Care Centre for the 
whole community, and so on. The gospel challenges us: Give to benefit others if you 
want to grow in faith.  
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In spite of what the man in the joke claimed about getting rich because he gave away 
all his earnings from his first summer job, I will NOT become richer financially because 
I give. But I will be richer spiritually, because I know that I do not depend on just me 
and my abilities and resources to live and be secure. I know that grace is part of my 
life and that I am blessed by being a blessing to others. 

Let’s be clear that Jesus was not romanticizing the blessing of poverty. The poverty of 
some is an indictment on the rich, in fact. And THAT is what he was pointing to when 
he contrasted the arrogance of SOME scribes with the generosity of the widow who 
gave her last two coins. THEY were required by their own Jewish laws to take care of 
her. But here SHE was, giving her last two coins to the very offering that was supposed 
to be used to help take care of folks like her, but which was being syphoned off as 
perks by some of the religious leaders. That is the injustice Jesus was pointing out in 
this story.  

Someone once said that the church is the only institution in society that exists for other 
people, not its members. East Plains lives that out in our commitments to the wider 
community and the wider world. Some in our church have made sacrifices, some huge, 
to bring about the Child Care Centre which is already serving the community and will 
for years to come. Some in our church are committed to its Wider Work through climate 
justice, refugee sponsorship, feeding the hungry, Right Relations, Affirming and 
welcoming all, and so much more. 

This Gospel story of the widow who gave all she had is an invitation to give from the 
heart, giving thanks for the blessings of God and participating in the healing of the 
world God loves.  

As Jesus sat there watching her, knowing he himself is giving his whole life for the 
healing of God’s world, he seems to recognize a fellow pilgrim. He’s inspired, seeing 
someone else giving what he’s giving, giving her “all.” Today, he might have said, 
“Wow!” 

From almost nothing, she gives something that makes for wonder. Isn’t that how God 
works? This morning we Remember heroes and heroines of war and peace-keeping, 
people who have known terrible loss—many who gave all they had to keep the future 
safe. 

Their ultimate sacrifice, the widow’s sacrificial offering of all she had, and Jesus’ own 
ultimate sacrifice, all invite us to consider what we have and are willing to give, too.   
It’s part of the wonder of how God works; how God invites us to be part of creating the 
future in our church, community, and world.  

Bishop Desmond Tutu wrote the following words for a prayer book published in 1995: 

Goodness is stronger than evil. Love is stronger than hate. Light is stronger than 

darkness. Life is stronger than death. John Bell at Iona Abbey in Scotland set the 

words to music the next year and the hymn is in many hymnbooks published since 

1996. (Unfortunately, it’s not in our More Voices, but hopefully will be in our upcoming 
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new digital hymnal.) Its confident message comes out of the anti-apartheid struggle 

and is something we can hold onto in our present time, voicing our hope that good will 

ultimately triumph over evil.  

This week, we gratefully remember the sacrifices of Canadian military personnel, past 

and present, grateful that our country contributes to making the world a better place, 

so that folks like us can live safely in Ontario, following Jesus to make the world better 

right where we are.  

On this Remembrance Day, let us carry Tutu’s words in our heart: Goodness is 

stronger than evil. Love is stronger than hate. Light is stronger than darkness. 

Life is stronger than death. Thanks be to God! 

 

 

 

 

 


