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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

An old friend of mine, the daughter of a priest, had a roommate in
college who was also the daughter of a priest. The roommate had
a kind of my-dad’s-better-than-your-dad attitude. So when they
learned that both their dads were clergy, the roommate said, “Well,
my dad’s a canon. Is your dad a canon?” My friend said that no,
her dad wasn’t a canon. But the bishop did make him a canon
shortly after that. Sometime later the roommate announced, “My
dad’s an archdeacon now. Is your dad an archdeacon yet, or is he
still just a canon?” 

Ever since the apostles there have only ever been three orders of
ordained ministry: bishops, priests, and deacons. The apostles
ordained deacons first, to serve particular needs of the people. Then
they ordained bishops to take over the leadership of the Church.
And as the Church grew, the bishops started ordaining priests to
assist them in leading worship, preaching and teaching. Over time
the Church created administrative positions, like archbishops and
cardinals, canons and archdeacons. But none of those were
additional orders of ministry. 

In the Anglican tradition canons are usually honorary positions
given to recognize faithful service to the diocese. Cathy’s dad was
a canon, and so was her brother until he moved to another diocese
(you lose the title when you leave the diocese). Archdeacons have
administrative jobs, assisting the bishop in particular ways, or
overseeing a certain part of the diocese (an archdeaconry). The
dean is the highest ranking priest in a diocese. And the higher the
rank, the more exalted the form of address: the Rev’d Canon So-
and-so; archdeacons are introduced as the Venerable So-and-so;

and deans are the Very Rev’d. But as I said, these are all just
honorary or administrative titles, and priests who leave those
positions before retiring lose the titles and go back to being a lowly
reverend. There are some who let their titles go to their heads, and
like to wear things that make them stand out from their colleagues,
in order to impress people. That may be okay in other lines of
work, but it’s all wrong for clergy. The highest achievement all
clergy should strive for is to be faithful servants of God among the
people he has given us to care for. 

“Beware of the scribes,” Jesus says in today’s gospel, “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!” The scribes were the lawyers, experts
in the law of Moses, who did all the legal work like financial and
real estate contracts, marriages, divorces, etc. It was a scribe who
asked Jesus what he thought was the greatest commandment of all,
as we read last week. And because of their legal expertise, scribes
often held other high ranking positions. They often show up in the
gospels with the Pharisees, who were a religious party that believed
in strict adherence to the law. So there’s that obvious connection
between the two, and some Pharisees were  scribes as well. But
most of the Pharisees had other professions, like St Paul who was
a tentmaker. The scribes had been around for nearly as long as the
law, so sometime after Moses. The Pharisees had only been around
for about 200 years, and were pretty much gone by the end of the
first century AD.

Earlier Jesus had warned his disciples to “beware of the yeast/
leaven of the Pharisees” (Mk 8:15//), by which he meant their
teaching. Do what they tell you, he said, because they’re your
leaders, but don’t believe everything they teach, because they
distort the Word of the Lord to suit their own purposes. And then
today we heard, “Beware of the scribes,” whose sense of
entitlement leads them to expect special treatment, reverence from
the people, and the best seats where they can be seen by everybody.



It’s because they provide essential services to the people that they
believe the people should so honor them. 

Yet here’s what they really do, Jesus says, “they devour widow’s
houses,” by which he means that they overcharge the poor for
services rendered. And when their clients can’t pay, they take
everything they have without mercy. And then they have the nerve
to stand up in the synagogues and say long, beautifully worded
prayers that lead the congregation to marvel over what devout
people they are. Bishop NT Wright says of the scribes, “They give
themselves airs, and have a great reputation for piety, but are only
interested in lining their pockets” (Mark for Everyone, 175).

And he points out that “The world has not changed.”  Two of the
major scandals in the North American church right now involve
methods similar to the scribes, but the gain that each is after is not
the same. In the one case, the clergy sex abuse scandal, for decades
priests misused their position of authority among their people to
seduce and abuse innocent victims for their own physical
satisfaction. In most cases, because they were such great pastors,
their people continued to love them. And because they were doing
such a good job in the parish, their bishops tended to leave them to
it. But if an accusation was made, the usual thing was for the
bishop to move them to another parish. The other scandalous
situation is televangelists and prosperity preachers, who
shamelessly distort the Gospel to grow ever richer and ever more
famous. 

Jesus isn’t saying that there’s anything wrong with having a high
regard for religious leaders, but that it can be spiritually dangerous.
In the case of clergy abuse, it has ruined a lot of lives and wrecked
whatever faith their victims might have had. In the case of TV
preachers, they devour the weak by fooling the viewers at home
with a false gospel to the point that they’re willing to fork over
money they can’t really spare to pay for the preacher’s new private
jet and his vacation home in Costa Rica. And if the viewers at
home ever come to the realization that they’ve been swindled,

chances are they’ll abandon whatever faith they might have had
and turn their back on the real Good News about Jesus altogether.
When religious leaders give in to those kinds of temptations, that’s
when they stop serving God and begin to serve themselves, and the
devil (Mary Healy, The Gospel of Mark, 252). In other words, they begin to
worship themselves above God.

After denouncing the false piety of the scribes, Jesus then directs
his disciples’ attention to an example of genuine piety. It was in the
temple where he was doing all this teaching. And all around that
area of the temple were thirteen money chests, each designated for
a specific purpose, including to help the poor. They were wooden
chests with bronze funnels where the money was dropped in. Scott
Credit Union in O’Fallon has a big coin counter in the lobby. And
the more money you pour into it, the more noise it makes, which
attracts the attention of other customers. The bronze funnels in the
temple would have acted as megaphones, so that you would have
been able to hear the difference between the tiny clink of the
widow’s two coppers and the loud jangle whenever a scribe made
a show of dropping in his much bigger offering. And I’m sure
some of them scheduled their deposits at times when lots of people
were around to notice.

But probably the only person to have noticed the widow was Jesus. 
Some may ask how he could have known how much she gave. And
the answer is quite simple– because he’s God. We often forget that
he’s not an ordinary man observing other people in situations like
this. He’s fully human, but he’s also fully God. So whereas
anybody else watching that day would have seen only what their
eyes could show them, Jesus knew that woman from before the
foundation of the world. He knew what was in her heart, and in her
mind, and what her financial situation was, so of course he knew
what was in her hand, and that it was all she had.

Now, think about the other widow we read about today in the first
lesson. At the height of a severe drought, Elijah the man of God,
the greatest prophet ever, until John the Baptist (Mt 11:11), asked her



to make him something to eat from the last bit of flour and oil she
had, and then to make some for herself and her son. Zarephath (=
now Sarepta in Lebanon) was in Phoenician territory, so this
woman was not a worshipper of Israel’s God. Yet she didn’t
question Elijah or argue with him. She just did it. And she soon
found that no matter how much flour she dished out of the jar, it
never ran out until the drought was over. We have no idea why she
trusted Elijah, but we do know that what little faith she had in him
and his God grew through her experience with the flour and oil.
And then, after seeing how Elijah’s God raised her son from the
dead sometime after that, she said,  “Now I know that you are a
man of God, and that the word of the LORD in your mouth is truth”
(1Kgs 17:). In the cases of both widows, it was a very simple faith
that led them to give away what they desperately needed for
themselves, “all [they] had to live on,” as Jesus said. And in both
cases their generosity turned out to be their salvation. 

As he sat in the temple watching that day, Jesus noticed how the
rich put large sums of money into the treasury. So those bronze
funnels must have been making a lot of noise. Then came the poor
widow. Widows were some of the most vulnerable people in those
days. Since there weren’t very many occupations open to women,
widows were almost entirely dependent on relatives or generous
friends to support them. Otherwise they begged or prostituted
themselves. And of course Jesus would have known her situation.

So he points her out to his disciples and how, in contrast to the rich
who gave what they felt they could spare, she gave her last two
pennies. In worldly terms, they were the bigger givers. But in the
economy of God’s kingdom, Jesus tells them, hers was the greater
gift. The affluent, and people with attitudes like the scribes he
talked about, gave enough to make a big noise in the funnels and
call the world’s attention to themselves, which, as he says in the
Sermon on the Mount, is all the reward people like that are going
to get (Mt 6:5). But in God’s economy, the value of a gift is
reckoned, not by how much is given, but by how much is held

back. So the widow’s sacrificial generosity was big enough to draw
God’s attention, and his praise. 

The big difference between the scribes and the widow is the
condition of their hearts and the direction of their love. As we
heard last week, the two greatest commandments of all are to love
God with everything we’ve got, and to love our neighbors as
ourselves (Mk 12:28-34). The second is an outworking of the first, i.e. 
since both we and our neighbors bear the image of God in us, then
to love our neighbors is a concrete expression of our love for God. 
In fact, if we didn’t have that second commandment, we’d have no
way of demonstrating how true our love for God is. God doesn’t
need anything from us, so apart from declaring our love for him in
worship, the only real way we have of exercising our love for him
is by loving each other, because we all need his kind of love and
we all need the help, and love, and support of our neighbors. 

The scribes that Jesus talks about today don’t love God or their
neighbors as much as themselves. If they did, they wouldn’t
“devour widows houses,” or feel the need to make a great show of
their empty piety. The widow, on the other hand, truly loved God
above all others, and truly loved her neighbors so much that she put
their needs before her own. And that’s the bottom line here. How
far are we willing to go out of love for God and neighbor? How
much are we willing to sacrifice to help each other? 

I haven’t mentioned my favorite preacher in a while, so here’s a
little something from St John Chrysostom to close things off:

When the widow put into the collection box only two small coins,
the Master did not give her a reward worth only two coins. Why
was that? Because he paid no attention to the amount of the
money. What he did regard was the wealth of her soul. If you
calculate by the value of her money, her poverty is great. If you
bring her intention into the light, you will see that her store of
generosity defies description. The incomprehensible nature of God, 6.12

And so should it be for all of us.  In the Name of... a.m.d.g.
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