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Mark 12:38-13:1-2
I thought today’s text from the gospel of Mark, that appeared on the lectionary calendar, would be the perfect text for this day when we present our pledges in worship, but as I spent time more with the passage, I realized that I couldn’t have been more wrong. The passage I’m about to read is part of Jesus’ two-page-rant against the religious establishment of his day.  Right before today’s verses, Jesus has cleansed the temple after his triumphant entry into Jerusalem; cursed a fig tree comparing it to the temple; told a parable against the against the leaders of the temple calling them ‘wicked tenants’; and accused some Sadducees of not knowing their Bible. What I’m getting at is prior to our reading for today Jesus has thoroughly offended the leaders of the religious institution that he has come to ‘save’.

Listen then for the word of God to us, the church, the keepers of our own temple traditions. 
(Read Mark 12:38-13:2) 
As we sit here in church there is a great and lively debate going on outside these walls about how to best fix our nation, and at the core of the debate is the role of our government.  People on both sides of the aisle are asking themselves how much the government should do to help ensure that everyone has access to the American Dream, and it’s a fascinating discussion, with no easy answers.  It is also a discussion that we need to participate in; but as followers of Christ, there is an even more important conversation that we cannot ignore.

Jesus is still speaking.  This is one of the core convictions of our faith tradition. By the power of the Holy Spirit this book speaks to us, today, in our context, in our time. And in today’s reading, as Jesus is seated opposite the temple treasury, watching rich and poor give money in support of the temple work, he calls over his disciples, he calls over us, to sit with him and have a little chat. 
“You see that woman over there? You’re not going to believe this, but she just put in more than anyone else who contributed; most who gave today, gave out of their abundance, but she, she gave out of her poverty. She, of all people, has given all that she has to live on, to support the work of this temple.” 
Pausing for a moment to let this observation sink in, I can picture Jesus turning to his disciples and asking, “What do you think about that?”
What do you think about that?  What do you think about a single, poor widow, who is struggling to get by, giving all her money to the temple? If that happened today, if someone from the streets walked in and gave their last two dimes to support what we are doing here, what would you think about that?  How would that make you feel?
All throughout the pages of the Old Testament there is a call for the people of God to care for people like that widow.  Even as God claimed Israel as a holy nation, God demanded that those who have been blessed care for those who are unable care for themselves.  And this is still true for us today, as followers of Christ. According to our Book of Order, the second part our church’s constitution, every Presbyterian church is called to participate in God’s activity in the world “by healing and reconciling and binding up wounds, by ministering to the needs of the poor, the sick, the lonely, and the powerless. We are called to join in God’s work by engaging in the struggle to free people from sin, oppression, hunger, and injustice; and by giving ourselves and our substance to the service of those who suffer. And the church is called to undertake all this even at the risk of losing its life.”

At the risk of losing its life.  Just like the widow who gave up everything she had for an institution that she believed would help her, we are called to be a church who is willing to give up all we have to follow God’s command to help those who can’t help themselves, and this struggle between securing our future and joining in God’s work is played out in many aspects of church life, but nowhere is it more tangible than in the realm of our finances. 

The session, your endowment board, and members of the finance committee take seriously their call to be good stewards of all that has been given to the church. They are continually and faithfully looking at how we spend your money, ensuring that it is spent wisely and well. This includes what we do with any surplus at the end of each year.  Now, this year, during this time of economic uncerstainty, we will likely not have a surplus. We may in fact have to appeal to you to make up the difference.  But over the past few years, due to your generosity, some special gifts, and good spending practices, we have built up our reserves to nearly $60,000.  
The stated goal is to build our reserves up enough to the cover three months of operating expense, which would be around $180,000. The thought is that having a Reserve Fund that could cover our expenses for three months, would insure that if some unforeseen tragedy should happen to us, we would have enough to survive. And this practice of putting surplus into our reserve for a rainy day is a good, practical thing to do. It’s what any financial planner worth her salt encourages her clients to do, because these days we all know how quickly a job can be lost or a home can be destroyed. But after reading today’s passage, I’m not sure if focusing on building up our reserves – whether as individuals or as a church -- is a faithful thing to do.

$60,000. Imagine how far that money could go for those in need in this time of economic uncertainty. $60,000 could provide 420,000 meals at the Akron Regional Food bank right here in Akron. 
$60,000 could build four wells in Africa, serving 4,000 people a day with clean water.
 
$60,000 could change people’s lives.
Living primarily for our selves, ensuring our future, keeping our temple up and running is not our primary calling.  We are called to give to those in need not out of our abundance, but rather out of our poverty, trusting God to provide for our basic needs.
A the end of the movie A Few Good Men, there is a famous court scene that reaches its crescendo in an exchange between Tom Cruise, who plays a Navy lawyer, Jack Nicholson, who plays the commander of Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

“I want the truth!” Tom Cruise yells at the General.
“You can’t handle the truth!” He famously shouts back.
I think we can.
Later in that same scene, the two young marines who were accused of killing Private William T. Santiago, are found not guilty as a result of the General’s confession that it was he who ordered the ‘code red’, the hazing that led to Santiago’s death. Despite being cleared of their murder charges, however, Private Louden Downy and Lance Cpl. Harold W. Dawson are found guilty of conduct unbecoming a United States Marine, a conviction that carries with it a dishonorable discharge from the service. 
Both men are devastated, but Private Downy fails to understand why they have been found guilty.  He doesn’t understand why they can’t still call themselves United State Marines.

“Hal, we didn’t do anything wrong.” He cries out to his friend as the courtroom empties.  “Why is this happening?! Hal, we didn’t do anything wrong!” 
To which Hal replies, “Yes, we did. We were supposed to fight for people who couldn’t fight for themselves. We were supposed to fight for Willy.”
Private Loudon Downy and Lance Cpl. Harold Dawson were dishonorably discharged from the Marine Corps because they followed an order that while ensuring their safety, put the weakest member of their platoon, William Santiago, in danger. And based on that conversation Jesus began over 2,000 ago, it seems that any church that isn’t willing to risk its own well-being for the sake of those who can’t fight for themselves – the widows, orphans, and resident aliens - will face a similar fate.  
Our future participation in God’s good work is dependent on our willingness to fight for those who can’t fight for themselves. Did you notice what Jesus said after commending the widow’s tiny gift and condemning the leaders of the temple for protecting their own interests?  Jesus turns to one of his disciples on his way out of the temple and says, “Do you see these buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all this will be thrown down.”
The good news of this passage – and there is good news here – is that Christ would not command of us something that was not possible for us to do. The church is equipped and designed by God to give generously to help those who can’t help themselves. It is what we are brought together to do. It is the primary reason we are called into being.
Practically speaking, what does this mean for you? Well, it means paying attention to how the church spends its money. When you give money, you are making an investment in this church, so get invested in your investment. Find out how your pledge is spent. Pray for your leaders as they construct the budget. Get involved in this church’s ministry and mission. Get invested in your investment, because how much you choose to give away and how much you choose keep, matters to God, and it is a decision that is yours to make. 
The reason I worry about the size of our Reserve Fund is not that God will judge us for having one.  God loves us and wants us to give out of joy, not fear; the very reason we have a Reserve Fund is because people care about this church and its future. No. The reason I worry about the growth of our Reserve Fund is because every year it grows, I worry that we become less dependent on God.  
As we secure our future, I worry that we forget that it is on God’s good graces that we all stand. 
Many worry that the church, with a capital ‘c’, is dying.  Across the nation fewer people are calling themselves Christians. Churches of all sizes and denominations are cutting their budgets in order to adjust to their dwindling numbers.  There are many theories out there as to what will best help the church rebound from this free-fall, but if we take Jesus seriously, the best way for us to secure our future as a church is to be known as the one institution that helps those who can’t help themselves at the risk of losing its own life.
Friends, in order for us to remain a vital and relevant congregation, we need to do more than increase our giving, we must also increase our willingness to give everything we can for the sake of our God-commanded mission to the widows, the orphans, the poor and the oppressed.  We need to do church as if we trusted God was here giving us what we need.
Even as we work to keep our doors open and our ministries thriving, we need to fight for those who can’t fight for themselves with all the resources we’ve been given. Jesus has no patience for religious institutions that devour widow’s houses, and neither should we.

� The Constitution of the PCUSA, Part II, Book of Order, G-3.0300c – G-3.0400. This reference comes from the thoughts of Peter Peery in Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 4. 


� www.africawellfund.org 





PAGE  
4

