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Rethinking the Widow’s Mite 

 

Listen again: Jesus sat down opposite the collection box and watched the people putting 

money in it, and many of the rich put in a great deal. A poor widow came and put in two 

small coins, the equivalent of a penny. Then Jesus called out to the disciples and said to 

them, “The truth is, this woman has put in more than all who have contributed to the 

treasury; for they have put in money from their surplus, but she has put in everything she 

possessed from the little she had—all she had to live on.” 

 

Did you hear any difference in the ways I just read Jesus’ description of the poor widow’s 

offering? The first time through, I read it the way that we’ve probably always read it – as 

praise, as Jesus holding up the widow and her offering as an example of great faith and 

profound stewardship.  

 

The second time, I read it as a lament, as though Jesus is expressing his anguish that she 

has given – perhaps feels compelled to give - the little she has left. We don’t have an audio 

recording of the actual tone of voice Jesus used, which is too bad, because it really does 

make a difference. However, there is persuasive evidence that convinces me that the 

second reading just might be the correct one.  

 

This passage is part of a larger section that comes after Jesus’ triumphant entrance into 

Jerusalem and focuses on Jesus’ criticism of the Temple and confrontation with the 

Temple authorities. In fact, he’s done little else except teach in the Temple and debate with 

the religious leadership there. Remember the first verses of the story? Jesus condemns 

them for swallowing the property of widows, in other words, taking everything they own. 

 

Then, in the passage immediately after this one, Jesus foretells the destruction of the 

Temple itself, seemingly the culmination of his attack on the religious establishment of 

Jerusalem, an attack that now prompts his opponents to seek first his arrest and, 

eventually, death. 

 

Finally, there is actually no specific word of praise in Jesus’ statement about the widow or 

any real indication that he’s lifting her up as an example. All he does is describe what she 

did. Which makes how we imagine his tone of voice – praise or lament – so critical. 

 

All of this leads me to conclude that Jesus isn’t actually lifting her up as an example but 

rather decrying the circumstances that demand her to make such an offering, a sacrifice 

that will likely lead to destitution if not death. He is, in effect, leveling a devastating 

critique against Temple practice and those who allow, let alone encourage, this woman to 

give “all she had to live on” (or, in a more literal translation of the Greek, her whole life!). 



 

 

So who was this woman? We can see her as a woman of great faith, who gave her all, 

trusting that God would provide for her. That’s the usual picture. "The Widow's Mite" is 

the classic go-to story for church stewardship campaigns: "If a poor widow can do her 

sacrificial bit for God's work, how can we — so comfortably wealthy by comparison — 

not give much, much more?" We squirm in the shadow of her selflessness. 

 

But what should make us squirm even more is wondering why Jesus would applaud a 

destitute woman who gave her last two cents to the Temple, and then slipped away with no 

other resources on which to live? Did she have a home? Did she have access to food? 

Jesus says she gave everything she had. She was an impoverished widow in first century 

Palestine, a woman living on the margins of her society. She would have had no safety net. 

No husband to provide for her, no pension to draw on, no social status to hide behind. She 

was vulnerable in every single way that mattered. Two pennies short of the end. Should we 

be cheering or weeping for her? 

 

I think of one of my ancestors I remember and honor this month, my grandmother. 

Widowed on the eve of the Great Depression in 1929 with four young children, she was 

eventually a beneficiary of a safety net put in place by the federal government. Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children was put into place in 1935 to provide financial 

assistance to children whose families had low or no income.
 
  

 

That, of course, turned into the welfare system, which underwent reforms in 1996, for 

better or worse. In any event, I can’t help seeing the face of my grandmother in this first 

century widow. 

 

I like to imagine Jesus as he watched this woman approach the collection box. Up until 

this point, he had been delivering one scathing critique after another of the economic and 

political exploitation he witnessed all around him. He had made a mockery of Roman 

pomp and circumstance when he processed into Jerusalem on a donkey. He cleansed the 

Temple's money-mongering with a whip. So why would he 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. 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. I imagine the heartbreak in Jesus’ voice, as 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?  

 

After the widow leaves the Temple, Jesus leaves, too, and as he does, an awed disciple is 

admiring the Temple's mammoth stones and impressive buildings. Jesus' response is sharp: 



"Not one of these stones will be left upon another; all will be thrown down."  

 

Maybe the widow is still on Jesus's mind as he predicts the destruction of the Temple. He 

just watched a trusting woman give her all to an institution that refuses to protect the 

poor. No edifice steeped in such injustice will stand. 

 

This story should make us squirm. Because we are supposed to see in this woman – not a 

two-dimensional, cardboard cut-out stewardship sermon illustration – but a real person. 

And this real person stands for all the people Jesus would have us notice: the family living 

in their car because they can’t find a home they can afford, the man pulled over in a traffic 

stop because of the color of his skin, the immigrant child drowned and washed ashore 

trying to reach asylum, the veteran suffering from PTSD, the people in line at the soup 

kitchens and shelters, those exploited by sex traffickers. Each one a real person whom God 

invites to see, to care for - and to advocate for a system that does not leave anyone behind. 

 

This is not just a history lesson about a time when Jesus went up against the injustices of 

the institution of his day. We could easily dismiss this story as a battle between Jesus and 

the Temple authorities. Except that it’s more than that. It’s about the injustices of the 

institutions of any day, of our day.  

 

A story of praise for a woman of great faith would be so much easier. But, as we know, not 

every story has a happy ending. I recently saw the announcement of the annual memorial 

service to remember and honor the homeless people who have died on the streets of SF 

this past year. The widow – or one of her ilk - could easily have been among them.  

 

So what are we to do? Feel guilty? Give more? Do more? I don’t think that was Jesus’ 

intent. I think his intent was for us to notice, really see, the faces of the people who are not 

being served by the institutions and systems in which we live. I think his intent was for us 

to notice, really see, our institutions and the ways they both serve us and fail us.  

 

This may not seem like good news. If you want only to be comforted by the gospel, this 

may not be the story for you. This one is a challenge. Because if we do hear the good news 

and if we are transformed by it, then we know what followers of Jesus are called to do – 

change the world.  

 

The good news is that we have the where-with-all to do that. We really do. The concerted 

efforts of people of faith and good will can bring about change in the most intractable-

seeming structures. We’ve seen the walls of discrimination against the ordination of lgbtq 

people come down. We’ve seen the stones of marriage discrimination thrown down. 

We’ve seen a man of African-American descent win the presidency. We’ve seen 10,000 

people of all religious persuasions and no religious persuasion come together in the cause 

of peace, environmental action and matters of justice. Is everything now resolved? No. 



Will there always be more to do. Yes. There will always be a Temple of one kind or 

another that will need a whip taken to it (metaphorically, of course!) 

Acts of charity will always be the work of God’s people. But so is solving the problems 

upstream - changing institutions, whether they be the church or the government. Not solely 

on our own power. We have been sealed with and empowered by the Holy Spirit for just 

such work. Jesus has called on us to look and see, really see where the work needs to be 

done. He points to the widows around us and to the institutions which oppress them.  

 

As we continue to remember our ancestors this month, I hope that we can also honor them 

by doing what we can to care for those in need today. Awareness of the issues facing the 

most vulnerable among us, advocacy through the church, activism and voting at local and 

national levels, resisting apathy or despair at the level of political discourse – and most of 

all noticing, and really seeing, people - each one a real person whom God invites to see, to 

care for - and to advocate for a system that does not leave anyone behind. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

1 Kings 17:8-16 

The needs of people without recognized social protection were understood within the 

religion of ancient Israel and Judah. The protection of widows and orphans, along with 

the resident alien and the poor, was considered to be the particular concern of Israel's 

God. The prophetic tradition within ancient Israelite religion kept alive the vision of a just 

society in which the most vulnerable were protected. 

 

It is written . . . 

 

Then the word of God came to Elijah and said, “Now go to Zarephath, a village of Sidon, 

and stay there. I have commanded a widow there to supply you with food.” So he went to 

Zarephath. When he arrived at the town gate, a widow was there gathering sticks. He 

called to her and asked, “Could you bring me a little water in a jar for me to drink?” As 

she was going to get the water, he called out, “And please bring me a piece of bread.” 

 

“As YHWH lives,” she replied, “I don’t have any bread— only a handful of flour in a jar 

and a little oil in a jug. I am gathering a couple of sticks to take home and make a meal for 

myself and my child. we will eat it—and then we will die.” 

 

Elijah said to her, “Don’t be afraid! Go home and do what you said. But first make a small 

cake of bread for me from what you have and bring it to me; and then make something for 

yourself and for your child. For this what YHWH, the God of Israel, says: ‘The jar of flour 

will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day YHWH makes it rain on 



the land.’ ” 

 

She went away and did what Elijah told her to do. And there was food every day for Elijah 

and for the woman and her family. The jar of flour was not used up and the jug of oil did 

not run dry, in keeping with the word of God spoken by Elijah. 

 

Second Reading 

A Reading from Bread for the Journey by Henri J. M. Nouwen 

Henri Nouwen was a Dutch Catholic priest, professor, writer and theologian who wrote 

over 40 books on the spiritual life. 

 

As we grow older we have more and more people to remember, people who have died 

before us. It is very important to remember those who have loved us and those we have 

loved. Remembering them means letting their spirits inspire us in our daily lives. They can 

become part of our spiritual communities and gently help us as we make decisions on our 

journeys. Parents, spouses, children, and friends can become true spiritual companions 

after they have died. Sometimes they can become even more intimate to us after death than 

when they were with us in life. Remembering the dead is choosing their ongoing 

companionship. 

 

Mark 12:38-44 

The gospel challenges us to look around and see each other, those in our community we 

know and those we don’t – the pain of those who are discriminated against because of 

their ethnicity, the desolation of those who cannot find work and have been abandoned to 

fend for themselves, the despair of those who have given up on finding work and have lost 

hope, the anguish of those who have been exploited by sex traffickers. God is inviting us to 

see them, to care for them, and to advocate for a system that does not leave anyone behind. 

 

It is written . . . 

 

In his teaching, Jesus said, “Beware of the religious scholars who like to walk about in 

long robes, be greeted obsequiously in the market squares, and take the front seats in the 

synagogues and the places of honor at banquets. These are the ones who swallow the 

property of widows and offer lengthy prayers for the sake of appearance. They will be 

judged all the more severely.” 

 

Jesus sat down opposite the collection box and watched the people putting money in it, and 

many of the rich put in a great deal. A poor widow came and put in two small coins, the 

equivalent of a penny. 

 

Then Jesus called out to the disciples and said to them, “The truth is, this woman has put in 

more than all who have contributed to the treasury; for they have put in money from their 



surplus, but she has put in everything she possessed from the little she had—all she had to 

live on.” 

 

 

 

 
 

 


