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Texts: Ruth 3:1-5; 4:13-17 • Psalm 127 • Hebrews 9:24-28 
• Mark 12:38-44

Ruth 3:1-5; 4:13-17 
Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My daughter, I need to seek some 

security for you, so that it may be well with you. Now here is our kinsman Boaz, 
with whose young women you have been working. See, he is winnowing barley 
tonight at the threshing floor. Now wash and anoint yourself, and put on your best 
clothes and go down to the threshing floor; but do not make yourself known to 
the man until he has finished eating and drinking. When he lies down, observe the 
place where he lies; then, go and uncover his feet and lie down; and he will tell 
you what to do.” 

She said to her, “All that you tell me I will do.”
So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When they came together, the 

Lord made her conceive, and she bore a son. 
Then the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you 

this day without next-of-kin; and may his name be renowned in Israel! He shall be 
to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law 
who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has borne him.” 

Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her bosom, and became his 
nurse. The women of the neighborhood gave him a name, saying, “A son has been 
born to Naomi.” 

They named him Obed; he became the father of Jesse, the father of David.

Psalm 127 
Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless 

the Lord guards the city, the guard keeps watch in vain.
It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of 

anxious toil; for he gives sleep to his beloved.
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Sons are indeed a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward.
Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the sons of one’s youth.
Happy is the man who has his quiver full of them. He shall not be put to 

shame when he speaks with his enemies in the gate.

Hebrews 9:24-28 
For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands, a mere copy of 

the true one, but he entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of 
God on our behalf. Nor was it to offer himself again and again, as the high priest 
enters the Holy Place year after year with blood that is not his own; for then he 
would have had to suffer again and again since the foundation of the world. But 
as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by the 
sacrifice of himself. And just as it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after 
that the judgment, so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, 
will appear a second time, not to deal with sin, but to save those who are eagerly 
waiting for him.

Mark 12:38-44 
As he taught, he said, “Beware of 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 wid-
ows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They will receive the 
greater condemnation.”

He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money 
into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow came and put 
in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. 

Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor 
widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all 
of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has 
put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”
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Our readings today begin and end with widows — Naomi and Ruth are left 
destitute in a society in which they were especially vulnerable. 

The book at large celebrates their remarkable faithfulness to God and to each 
other. In the last reading we meet a widow again, vulnerable and on her last dime. 
She is destitute and in the face of that shows miraculous courage. 

One would think this is the ideal sermon for stewardship season, which we 
begin today. Many sermons around this have been given, pushing us to give like the 
widow, give until you feel the pinch, give until it hurts a bit. 

Well this sermon today is meant take a different interpretation.
Our context is key. This story comes in the middle of Jesus’ critique of temple 

life. 
Mark prefaces the story of the widow with an account of Jesus blasting the 

religious leaders of his day for their greed and exploitation of the poor. “Beware of 
the scribes,” Jesus tells his followers. “They devour widow’s houses and for the sake 
of appearance say long prayers.”

So, what’s our lesson: keep your prayers brief!
The money being given on this occasion is required of them; it isn’t what you 

and I would call a free will offering.
What is being asked of them, widow included, is a required tax of a certain 

kind. 
Some Biblical scholars argue that this required tax was higher proportionally 

on the poor and in fact the poor were being taken advantage of. 
We are to read this story from Jesus as both praise and lament. Praise and la-

ment for the woman. 
Jesus is lamenting that the woman is in fact giving all she has here in the face 

of such corruption and injustice. 
She gave all she had to live on.
Think of it. Jesus has just spent his time criticizing an institution (the temple) 

for its abuse of power and the poor and for the way in which it is devouring widows 
in particular.
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So why on earth would he turn around and praise a woman for endangering 
her already endangered life to support an institution he condemns? 

As one writer said it —This is a moment in the story when I’d give anything 
to hear Jesus’s tone of voice. Is he heartbroken? 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?

One has to remember that the disciples, the early church, and we are the in-
tended audience. 

What did Jesus notice here? 
What does Jesus, what does the Gospel writer want us to know about this 

woman? 
I think we are to behold her. Behold her courage to step in front of these 

leaders with their long prayer robes, their sneering glances, their chuckles, ridicule, 
whatever it is, and still offer the offering she has to give.

I think we are to behold her dignity. All we read here is of her surrender. All 
we read here is of Jesus’ commendation of her. All we hear is of her humanity — she 
gave all she had.

What if she died after this — is this a death announcement? — she gave all 
she had to live on?

I think we are to behold her kinship with Jesus. In fact I think what Jesus saw 
in her was Himself. 

I think Jesus saw in her Himself, that she would give it all even if it meant 
death.

The willingness that even in the face of corruption, pain, distrust, evil, she 
gives herself wholly and completely of what is required of her. She surrenders — 
even all her money, even death. 

Surrender always means everything. Not when it is perfect. Not when all is as 
we like it. Not when we have it. Everything.
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Notice, Jesus says, her dignity, her courage, in the face of all those onlookers 
with more of everything (more money, more access, more privilege, less to lose).

This woman is destitute and in this widow woman’s destitution we see Christ. 
AND in her abundance we see Christ. Jesus would know destitution, loneli-

ness, desertion of friends, death.
It is a paradox that when one gives everything away they are both left with 

nothing and everything. They have given in the most abundant way even when they 
had almost nothing to give.

We think of destitution and abundance as opposites, but I wonder if they 
aren’t two sides of the same coin.

“Abundance and destitution are two facets of the one face of God,” Christian 
Wiman writes, “and to be spiritually alive in the fullest sense is to recall one… when 
we are standing squarely in the midst of the other.”

In Ruth and Naomi’s destitution they find love. They find freedom. 
In the widow woman’s destitution she gives all she has. It is an abundant gift 

from a destitute person.
In Christ we see someone who had his life and nothing else. He was com-

pletely destitute, especially at the end. And he gave it all — the most abundant gift, 
one’s life. Completely destitute, completely abundant.

Our widow in Mark has gone all in. She has left it all. There is never a ques-
tion then about whether the widow should or shouldn’t have or whether she did all 
she could. Her vision is beyond this moment, even beyond her own life. 

Dignity, faithfulness, calling, courage, sacrifice call her to something beyond.
I think being in touch with your destitution is to be in touch with your ca-

pacity for abundance. 
Being in touch with your own destitution is understanding the need for for-

giveness, the need for grace, our need for healing. Being in touch with your own 
lack is to force us to get in touch with what we can give. To find it, reach deeply for 
it, and surrender it to God.
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Responding to the problem with our plenty is not being embarrassed by our 
riches but getting in touch with our actual destitution. From there you can find 
your capacity for abundance.

“It is out of her poverty that she gave.”
Theologian Frederick Buechner wrote: “We find by losing. We hold fast by 

letting go. We become something new by ceasing to be something old.”
We possess nothing in the world — a mere chance occurrence can strip us 

of everything — except the power to say “I.” That is what we have to give to God. 
There is absolutely no other free act that it is given us to accomplish — only the giv-
ing of the “I,” the giving of oneself.

Surrendering ourselves, our whole selves, everything we have, everything we 
are, to God is ultimately our greatest and only gift.

It is ours to discover what that will be.
In this stewardship season it is a call for our church to continue to be a tem-

ple worthy of people’s generosity.
It is a call to each of us individually to give not until it hurts but with courage, 

with dignity, with a kinship to Christ Jesus.
It is a call again to surrender.
As Emilie Townes writes, “The coins represent faith-filled offering found in 

presenting all of who we are and all we hope to become to God for service to the 
world. It is not so much the act of giving or receiving, as it is the act of being.” It is 
an act of being faithful to God.

In 1995, Miss Oseola McCarty, an 87-year-old African-American woman 
who had earned her living taking in other people’s laundry, made a gift of $150,000 
to support scholarships at the University of Southern Mississippi. Miss McCarty, 
who left school in the sixth grade to work and care for family members, had never 
even visited the campus before making this gift, even though she lived just blocks 
away. But she possessed a strong desire to help black students study at this institu-
tion once closed to them. “I want to help somebody’s child go to college,” said Miss 
McCarty, who never married or had children of her own.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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What has become known in Hattiesburg as simply “The Gift” was not the 
largest bequest ever received by the university, but it is perhaps the most surpris-
ing. Miss McCarty had accumulated the funds through simple hard work and thrift. 
Never owning a car, she walked over a mile to the grocery. She did not mind that 
her black-and-white TV got only one channel because she never watched it anyway. 
And she only turned on her window air-conditioner when company came.

Her example of selfless living and generosity inspired many others and won 
her scores of accolades, including a Presidential Citizen’s Medal and an honorary 
doctorate bestowed by Harvard University. But the only thanks Oseola McCarty 
really wanted was to see one of the students she helped graduate. Stephanie Bull-
ock, the first recipient of the McCarty Scholarship, graduated in May of 1999, just 
months before Oseola McCarty died quietly in her home.

Think of the pain, corruption, and hardship Miss Oseola McCarty saw in her 
life. And she gave. 

Not because all was perfect, but because she knew that there was something 
greater than she could see. She had dignity, she had courage, she gave all that she 
had. She reminds us of another.


