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In the gospel reading we just heard, one can almost visualize the jostling of the crowds of 

people, who have come to Jerusalem for the Passover celebration, walking throughout the temple 

grounds.  And we can see rich and poor alike placing their alms, their offerings, into the treasury.  

Many of the wealthier people make it obvious that they are depositing large sums, but then, to Jesus’ 

delight, a poor widow comes forward and casts in but two small coins.  They were the smallest 

denomination possible, and yet Jesus exclaims to his followers that she has given more than all the 

others combined. 

But how can that be?  Because, out of her indigence and destitution, she has given all that she 

had, while the others merely contributed from their abundance.  For in our Lord’s eyes, it matters not 

how much you give, but how you give. 

Jesus saw the stark contrast between the self-serving ways of giving of the rich of his day with 

the action of the poor widow who gave but two coins.  Of course to the temple treasurer their gifts 

would have seemed far more vital to the projected budget for A.D. 29, but her gift encompassed all 

the living, all the loving that she had.  The real difference was not in the amount, but the proportion. 

There are today, I’m sure, some people like that widow, people who give everything of their 

lives, a Mother Theresa or a Francis of Assisi.  But most of us have to come up with a slightly more 

modified form of bookkeeping.  Some portion of my time and my income goes to sustaining my 

family, paying the bills.  Some will go to my church, some to the charities that I value.  The important 

thing    is for us to see all of our giving of time and talent and treasure as a proportion, a part of the 

whole that God has gifted to us.  And we each must make these calculations for ourselves.  No one 

should tell you what to give. 
 

Nowhere in the Bible will you find the expression “every member canvas.”  But that is not to 

say    that the Bible is unconcerned with the role we play in our church fellowship or the support we 

give to it.  In fact, fully one-sixth of all the recorded words of Jesus    dealt with our material 

possessions and what we do with them.  And the term he most often used to describe that    was 

“steward.” 

A steward was someone who had responsibility for the care and maintenance of something 

that did not properly belong to him.  That stewardship of someone else’s possession is his job.  He 

holds what he has in trust, in order to accomplish the intent of the rightful owner.  The steward’s job, 

his task, is to manage his trust wisely and not to squander it away. 

 

One of my seminary professors [Walter Russell Bowie] used to tell the story of the preacher 

who shared a back fence with an atheist living next door.  The two men often had amiable but 

pointed conversations.   

One day the preacher leaned over the fence and said to the atheist, “that’s a fine garden you 

and the Lord have there together.”  The atheist paused and thought for a moment before replying, 

“Thank you, Preacher, but you should have seen it when the Lord had it all to himself.” 

Well, the man had a point, although I doubt that he realized it.  We have this garden of our 

lives in common with our Lord.  And how we respond to God’s entrusting of it to us, how we use 

what God has given to us, is surely important. 
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One of the gospel readings from Mark that we heard back in September described a rich 

young man, who had approached Jesus asking what the young man must do to make sure that he is 

alright with God, or in his words, to be assured of eternal life. 

Jesus’ first response was to say in effect, “Stop and think. Don’t let your emotions get the best 

of you.  If you want to truly follow God, consider how God wants you to live in relationship to 

others.” And Jesus went on to summarize some of the Law:   “You shall not murder; you shall not 

commit adultery; you shall not steal…bear false witness (nor) defraud” - the commandments that defined 

his relationships with other members of the community.   Give obedience to these, Jesus said, and 

you will be on the right path to life with God.    

The man could quite honestly say that none of these negatives applied to him.  Never in my 

life, he might have said, have I done anyone harm.  But the more significant question remained, 

“What good have you done?  With all your possessions, with all your wealth and all of what you 

have that you really could do without, what positive good have you done for others?” 

Nothing about this man was all that bad.  He didn’t appear to be like those whose wealth 

prevented them from confronting evil or working to establish honest justice.  No, that person sure 

tried to follow God.  But something was missing.  He was perhaps the embodiment of what Henri 

Nouwen once called the “filled, yet unfulfilled life.”  So looking to his religion to make his life better;, 

this rich young adult came to Jesus with a sense of urgency.  And Mark’s gospel says that “Jesus, 

looking at him, loved him,” and then said that he still lacked one thing.  Out of the plethora of things 

he possessed (or perhaps that possessed him), one thing was missing, the kind of spiritual rebirth that 

the gospel offers.  And that he could not have unless he gave up the hold that he had on his wealth, 

unless and until he could free himself from the “good life” and from the hold that his possessions had 

on him. 

 

I once read of the reporter who asked J. Paul Getty, “Mr. Getty, how much is enough?” The 

billionaire is said to have looked at him and replied, “Enough     is always a little more    than I have 

already.” 

I think that’s true for most of us, no matter our financial status.  Especially in times of 

economic uncertainty, our own sense personal security is always seen as having to have just a little 

more than we currently possess.  But Jesus is not offering us security; his gift is freedom.  And he 

calls each and every one of us to make the terrifying leap into a perfect freedom and security     that 

money can’t buy. 

 

Why do we want to give?  Why do we give of our time and our treasure to the support of our 

churches or other charitable institutions?  To that question, I recall the former Episcopal Bishop of 

Western Massachusetts, Alex Stewart ,say that there were three types of giving: 

 ‘Grudge giving,’ which says, “I have to;” 

‘Duty giving,’ which says, “I ought to;” and     

‘Thanks-giving,’ which says “I want to.” 

 With grudge giving, the motive is compulsion.  It is something seen as required of us, and as 

such, it is a burden rather than a privilege.  It’s often reflected in the attitude of the person who says, 

“I don’t go to church - because they are always asking for money.” 

 With duty giving, the motive is obligation.  It is a duty, but not a delight.  Now surely giving 

out of a sense of duty is better than no giving at all, still there is no joy in it. 
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 But with thanks-giving comes joy, giving freely and spontaneously with a full heart.  And the 

amount of the gift is less important than the motive, the real joy that it brings forth in us. 

 

If you find yourself being one of those grudge-givers, my advice to you would be to stop 

giving altogether.  That may not be what the treasurer or Vestry would want me to say, but I mean it.  

Grudge givers are not much fun in life, and not much fun in church, and they are usually the ones 

who find fault or who are easily offended. 

Fortunately, most Christians do not give grudgingly, but many do so from a sense of duty, and 

thus lose the joy of giving. Sure, the church’s ministries may be supported by their pledges, but they 

themselves are not.  For our relationship with God is not something to be thought of in terms of 

obligation.  Rather, the basis for all of our ministry, the underlying motive of all of our giving and all 

of our life together as a community of faith, is really a thankful response for what God has done for 

us. 

We love, because God first loved us.  We serve, because we have come to understand that God 

in Christ first served us.  And thus we can freely offer our time, our talent, even our money, not to 

pay off a debt, nor to appease a God that we think we owe, but rather as a way of responding in love 

and with thanks to a Lord who loves us for who we are.  The amount we give, then, is not really 

important.  But why we give and how - is a good measure   of the joy we find in our relationship with 

God. 

 

A good friend of mine [Ed Farrell] was once the chaplain at the White Mountain School in 

Littleton, and he told me one day of his walking through the village graveyard and admiring some of 

the oldest gravestones. 

His attention was drawn to one in particular to one plot with a very impressive, massive 

tombstone commemorating the life of The Rev. John Morris.  On this clergyman’s large stone was a 

lengthy quotation from Second Timothy: “I have finished the race.  I have kept the faith.  Henceforth there is 

laid up for me the crown of righteousness.” 

But just to the side of that impressive memorial, there was a much smaller stone - in memory 

of his wife.  The little stone marker was much less elaborate, listing only her name and a brief quote 

which I believe comes from Proverbs:   “She did what she could.” 

She did what she could.  I think that sums up sainthood and good stewardship and their 

connection.  She did what she could     with what she had     in the time and the place in which she 

lived. 

 

When it comes time to making decisions about how we use all that has been given to us – 

when we try to determine just what level of giving we can afford, it is tempting to respond out of a 

sense of scarcity and with no small fear.  But if we ask, “how much can I give of myself in response 

to God’s love for me?” then it may be admirably said of us as well, “she, or he, did what she could.” 

For the answer then becomes a measure of just how free we are from the things of this world, 

how little our possessions actually possess us, and how joyfully it is to live in God’s kingdom today. 

 

      Amen. 


