
TEXT: Luke 21:1-4                        November 17, 2019 

WHAT’S YOUR CHALLENGE? 

A few years ago our Shared Scholar was Heidi Neumark, a Lutheran pastor who began her 
ministry working in one of the poorest sections of New York City.  Part of her work was 
reaching out to neighborhood children, most of whom came from very impoverished families.   

One little girl she got to know well was named Danielle.  Danielle was ten at the time.  She 
had eleven brothers and sisters.  Their mother was a crack addict who died as the result of an 
asthma attack.  Some of the children were old enough to move out and live on their own.  
Danielle and four others, however, needed adult supervision, so an uncle known to be a 
compulsive gambler, moved in.  Danielle and her siblings were mostly ignored.  They were 
given only the barest essentials, and very little love. 

The church program Danielle participated in was scheduled to go on a swimming trip.  But 
Danielle told Pastor Neumark that she had no bathing suit.  So, Heidi took her on a shopping 
trip to get one.  And while they were out, they stopped at a McDonalds and had lunch.   

Danielle got a Happy Meal, complete with a toy.  She also took a few extra napkins.  Five of 
them altogether.  And she started to count out five little piles of French fries.  Heidi was 
puzzled.  “What are you doing there Danielle?” 

“My sisters and brothers will feel sad that I got French fries and they didn’t,” the little girl 
said, “so I’m taking them home to share.”  (Breathing Space, 124)   

Yvonne Dilling, lived and worked in Honduras, where half the population lives in poverty.  
(www.theodora.com)  While there she worked with a Caritas, an organization championing 
human rights for those marginalized in that often violent land.  In her book In Search of 
Refuge, she tells of staying with a family who owned one hen.  Everyday the hen laid one egg 
which was gathered, and then scrambled and divided amongst the four youngest children.  It 
was often their only source of protein.  But when Dilling first arrived her hostess offered to 
kill the chicken so they could offer their guest meat for supper. 

Richard Wurmbrand was imprisoned in Eastern Europe before the fall of the iron Curtin.  He 
and his fellow prisoners, all imprisoned because of their religious beliefs, were given dirt-
laced cabbage soup once a day and one slice of stale bread every week.  But when it became 
obvious that some of their fellow prisoners were going to die of malnutrition, Wurmbrand 
and others, though gaunt and sick themselves,  decided to give up every tenth slice of bread 
for those who were sickest. 



A few cold fries, a chicken dinner, a stale slice of bread.  Not all that much, and yet . . . . far 
more.  In fact, it all sounds like our story from Luke. 

It has often been called “The Widow’s Mite.”  The term mite, used in this context, is a bit 
archaic and not used that often in modern conversation.  But basically, it means a very small 
amount.  The widow in this story gives a very small amount of money--two pennies--to the 
work of the Temple.  The widow’s mite.  That mite, though small when compared with 
others, was all she had. 

Those of you who have been hanging around churches for a while have no doubt heard this 
story--often at this time of year, when congregations across the country are conducting their 
annual stewardship campaigns, raising funds for the upcoming year.  No doubt you’ve heard 
one preacher or another hold up the widow as a positive example.  You may have heard one 
preacher or another declare that if we all were even half as generous as she was, we would 
have no financial worries.   

“I have good news and bad news,” said one preacher on Stewardship Sunday.  “The good 
news is that we have more than enough money to fund the work of the church.  The bad 
news is it’s still in your pockets!”  But it wouldn’t beif we were just like the widow.  So goes 
the normal telling of this tale by preachers on this particular Sunday. 

Clearly, I hope you will all be as generous as possible this year as you make your pledge to the 
work of the church.  But I’d like to look at this story from a slightly different angle. 

Jesus is sitting in the Temple, watching the comings and goings as various worshippers 
perform the rites and rituals of the faith.   He is probably seated in the Court of the Women, a 
part of the Temple open to all Jews, regardless of gender.  Around the outer edges of the 
courtyard there are thirteen collection boxes for donations, each one designated for some 
special purpose:  buying incense, buying wood to burn when sacrifices are made, providing 
for the care and maintenance of various brass and gold objects used in worship, and so on.   

Each of the collection boxes is shaped like a trumpet, with a narrow mouth at the top, and a 
funnel shape widening to the bottom.  The boxes themselves were made were made of 
metal. 

As Jesus watches, some of the well-heeled members of the community pass by, and make an 
elaborate show of throwing large coins into the trumpets, each one ringing and clanging 
against the metal sides, loudly proclaiming the gift. “Look at me!  Look how generous I am!  
Look how much I am giving to the Temple!” 



But then, a widow, one of the poorest members of the community, sidles up to one of the 
collection sites, and quietly places two leptas, two pennies, two paper thin coins, into the 
narrow mouth of the collection box.  And then quietly slips away. 

Jesus motions to his disciples, “Come here--do you see that widow?” 

They nod. 

“Truly,” he says, “she has put in more than all those who have contributed huge amounts to 
the Temple treasury.” 

The disciples look at each other, puzzled, wondering just what he means?  Two pennies?  
Compared to hundreds of gold coins? 

Jesus sees their confusion.  “Listen,” he says, “The others have all given out of their 
abundance, but she has given out of her poverty.  She put in everything she had!  She gave it 
all!” 

She put in five portions of French fries.  She gavea piece of stale bread she could have used 
herself.  She offered her only chicken.  True, she gave a mere widow’s mite.  But my oh my, 
she gave it out of love, devotion and a sense of generosity.  She gave it trusting fully in God. 

These stories of widows’ mites, so to speak, are not offered up this morning to guilt any one 
into making a pledge, nor if you already do are they told to shame you into giving even more.  
Rather they are recounted here in order to prompt you and meto examine our own sense of 
dedication to God.  You and me--for a good preacher is always preaching to him or herself as 
well as to the congregation.  How willing are we  to trust the Holy One?  How willing are you 
and I to see our giving as an expression of our faith?  How willing are you and I to go all in 
when it comes to our relationship with God? 

For some of us this will be easy, not much more than an extension of what we are already 
doing.  For some of us it will mean reorienting our lives.  And more than likely, for most of us 
it will fall somewhere in between the two extremes. 

The real question here is “What’s your challenge?”  How does this story from Luke and the 
other examples challenge you and your way of living out your faith?  How do they stretch 
you?  In what ways do they ask you to look at what you do and how you do it?   

I know for me it is an ongoing discussion--a discussion I have with God, with myself, and often 
a conversation I have with others.  What’s my challenge--and how am I called to rise to meet 
it? 



How I answer the question impacts everything I do.  It informs how I use my time, how I use 
my talents, how I use my treasure.   

So how about you?  What’s your challenge?  And how will you respond? 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

 

 

 


