Homily Mark 12:38-44

In order to grasp the event in today’s Gospel we have to understand the culture and
circumstances of the time. The Scribes in Jesus’ day were experts in the Law of Moses. People
turned to them for understanding Scripture and God’s will in their lives and it is to these Scribes
that Jesus publicly addresses His criticism. Jesus criticizes their constant need for honor and
attention.

Not only does Jesus criticize their need for constant recognition, He accuses them of “devouring
widows’ houses.” In Hebrew, the word, “widow” means “one who is silent; one who is unable to
speak.” In those times, the Mediterranean culture was divided along gender lines. Men belong in
the public sphere. Women remain secluded with the children deep within the home. Men play
the public role, and women do not speak on their own behalf. Because widows were not
included in Hebrew inheritance laws, their constant concern was simply living from day to day.
Any resources this widow might have were meager at best. Jesus’ comment on the widow’s
donation is not just a word of praise; it is also a word of lament; “This poor widow put in more
than all the other contributors to the treasury. For they have all contributed from their surplus
wealth, but she, from her poverty, has contributed all she had, her whole livelihood.”

Christ's emphasis is not on quantity but quality. His emphasis is on depth, sincerity, and
honesty. This difference holds true throughout the spiritual life. It is not the number of prayers
that we say that is important but the sincerity in which we pray them. It is not the number of
hours spent in a Church that is important but what we are doing while we are in the

Church. This is the heart of true religion. Otherwise, religion is reduced to external motions and
empty gestures just like the Scribes.

This brief episode has some contrasts that carry important truths for us. The first contrast is
between the widow who gave little and the other who gave much. Jesus remarks that the little
she gave represents her very self. People can be very generous to the Church. Some give
money; others give their hands, their strength, their time, their energy, and their loyalty. The
second contrast is between the widow and the Scribes. What Jesus criticizes about the Scribes
is not their public expression of faith, but that public expression was all there was of it. Their
expression of faith, their piety, was for public consumption alone. Inside, they were spiritually
empty. On the other hand, the poor widow gave from her heart. The few coins she placed in the
box expressed a level of sacrifice and generosity the Scribes were unprepared or unwilling to
give.

For decades this Scripture was used to preach about money; a call to Stewardship...but this
parable is not just about money. It redefines Stewardship to mean a complete concern for
others. It is about what it means to be alive, and what it means to live life in the worship of God.
It is not how much we have or what we are that defines us. It is what we give, and God calls us
to give our very selves. If we think of stewardship primarily about giving money — to the Church



or some other cause — then maybe we greatly misunderstand and misrepresent God’s desire for
us to be stewards of all that we have and are. The Scribes’ problem is that they are more
concerned with what they have than with the needs of those around them. This passage calls us
to examine our lives: our marriages, our families, our friendships, our communities — every point
where our lives touch those of another person — and ask: What defines who | am? Is it what |
have done and what | have gained, or is it what | give? And, is what | give just a token, or am |
giving of myself. It sounds like a lot to ask, and it is more than we can ever live up to, but as
Christians, we are called to ask these hard questions of ourselves, and to remember that no
matter how much we give, we can always give more once we examine our priorities.

This passage of Scripture reminds us that our wealth comes not from what we keep, but from
what we share. When we turn to the Church that Jesus envisioned, we should find spirituality.
We need to be in touch with something greater than ourselves, something beyond ourselves,
something transcendent. We are looking for a close walk with God, a relationship that brings
meaning and fulfilment. The Church needs people who will speak from the Gospel and live the
Gospel truth without worldly distortion.

When we turn to the Church Jesus envisioned, we should find community. People need people.
The English word for community is related to the biblical Greek word koinonia (Coy-know-knee
ah) which means “to share deeply with one another, to hold in common, to experience
communion with others.” By definition, a Christian is not alone. Christianity is a relationship
religion, not a solitary experience. The center of our Christian life is truly in koinonia. Koinonia is
the experience of God with us, God within us, God around us, and God between us. This is the
Word made flesh. In a world where there are so many barriers between people, the Church can
provide countless opportunities for community so that relationships can take root, grow, and
flourish in the love of Christ.

When we turn to the Church Jesus envisioned, we should find care. Anyone who has read a
newspaper, watched TV, listened to the radio, or surfed the Internet knows about the need for
care. More to the point, anyone who has experienced life knows about these needs: loss, grief,
hardship, and pain—these are all part of life. St. Paul wrote, “Bear one another’s burdens and in
this way, you will fulfill the law of Christ.” People look to the Church to care for them in time of
need and the way the community responds will greatly influence their attitudes about the Church
and ultimately with God. Care is powerful. Care can bring people back to Church and deepen
their relationship with God. A lack of care drives people away and leaves them searching for
God’s presence. When we experience God’s love, we cannot help but follow Jesus’
commandment to “love one another as | have loved you.” This is the lament Jesus has for the
widow. The Scribes lost touch with the people they were called to serve. The vision Jesus has is
that the Church needs to be that place of light to which our world can always turn to rediscover
its soul. In a cold world, the Church can be the place where the fire always burns, a place where
we can see the face of Christ today.



