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All She Had

by  Sarah Shelton

Mark 12:38-44

Because it is a small room, I thought that cleaning out my Father’s study would be a relatively quick and easy process.  I was wrong.  With my last visit, I accomplished packing away three sets of bookcases.  Still remaining is one large bookcase lined wall and a filing cabinet of correspondence and committee notes.

To take a break from sorting books, I began a preliminary look into the filing cabinet.  I sighed heavily as I read the date of the first letter my hands touched.  It was dated 1957…only half a century of letters to go I thought!  The next file folder held three letters and with more recent dates, I took heart and began to read.

The letters were from the recently deceased Bishop Stough of the Episcopal diocese here in Birmingham.  The first letter was congratulating Dad on his retirement and the ensuing move to Evergreen.  The second letter was much more business like.  The Bishop stated in his letter that he was aware of an Episcopal church in Evergreen but that it did not have a priest.  He was concerned…did it need one?  What could my Dad find out as a resident of that fair city?

Dad’s ensuing research revealed that the Episcopal Church had gradually diminished without a priest.  It had three remaining members…each was named Mary and each was homebound.  To my father’s great surprise, one of those Mary’s was my grandmother for whom he cared.  And, as coincidence would have it, the church was also named St. Mary’s!  

Somewhere along the way, these three women understood that to be a member of the Episcopal Church meant that you also gave your money to support its ministries.  Each had continued to faithfully tithe of their limited resources even though they could not walk through the doors of the church.  In fact, the white clap-board Episcopal Church building stood faithfully empty…never opening its doors for services…yet physically cared for by these three women’s tithes and offerings.

The third and last letter from Bishop Stough had an Episcopal lapel pin attached to it.  The letter said that as long as these women faithfully gave their tithes and offerings in order to have the presence of Christ available in their city, he would keep the church available for use.  (Which the Catholics took him up on in later years)  Bishop Stough by the way, commissioned Dad to keep an eye on the few faithful Episcopalians remaining and thus, tongue in cheek, named Dad the Vicar of Evergreen!  All done, in order that the presence of Christ be available.

The presence of Christ in our New Testament reading for today is stirring the hornet’s nest.  He had already ridden the donkey into Jerusalem as the crowds waved palm branches and sang “Hosanna!”  He had cast the money changers out of the Temple and overturned their tables.  The religious leadership was peppering him with questions about His authority and He was telling parables about vineyard owners and how their ungrateful servants killed the owner’s very own son.  

The chief priests and scribes, therefore, begin to plot how to destroy Jesus.  The text is clear.  Their motivation came from fear and astonishment over the content of Jesus’ teachings.  Yet, Jesus would not stop.  He continued into subject areas that remain uneasy conversations even in today’s social circles.  For Jesus talked openly about taxes…and who owed what to whom.  He talked of the resurrection of the dead and the greatest commandment.  And then, he really began to meddle as he talked about the amounts of our financial gifts made to God in our places of worship.

He warns the people that the scribes present themselves righteously, while in reality they are devouring widow’s houses.  He points their attention to one such widow who has only two copper coins, yet chooses to give them both in her offering to God.  It is a stark contrast of behavior in which one powerful group is presented as ambitious and greedy and the other, a weak link in society, is humble and generous to the point of sacrifice.  (Fred Craddock, Interpretation, A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching:  Luke)  

As I have heard this story told through the years, I have been reminded that in the Temple, the treasury consisted of chests with golden trumpet-like openings that received the offerings of the people.  The rich would bring their offerings in the lowest common denominator, so that as they emptied their bags of offerings, there would be a cacophony of sound as the coins rolled down the metal trumpets into the depositories.  This would draw the attention of the bystanders, and all would stand in awe of the grand offering as it rattled down through the horns into the treasury boxes.  The widow’s offering, however, would have been a simple clink clink*.  It would have drawn no one’s attention and in all honesty, it would not have made a significant difference in the day’s collection.  Yet, her gift was the very one that Christ points to as exemplary.

It is important to note that while Jesus did not romanticize the small gift, He also did not strike out against the large gift. What He did, however, was to weigh each of the gifts by the same standard.  And that standard was:  How much remained after the offering was made?  (Craddock)  According to the Scripture, the widow “put in all the living that she had,” while the others had “contributed out of their abundance” AND were no worse off after they had contributed.  Thus measured, the widow’s gift was by far the greatest, because she had nothing left.  What she gave represented her total portfolio.  Her gift was a genuine expression of her faith that God would supply her future needs.  The rich, on the other hand, had shown no such faith.  They had not forfeited any of their financial security, and at the same time, they believed that they had earned God’s favor with an offering of their money.  (Malcolm O. Tolbert, “Luke,” The Broadman Bible Commentary)  So Jesus points out that the offering of everything, whatever the amount, is the unexcelled gift. 

Now the Sheltons are known for many extravagances.  However, one exception would be our policy on weekly allowances for our children.  Having graduated from High School with an allowance of only twenty-five cents a week, I just have never focused my attention on an appropriate amount for what children should receive.  So on the way home from church just a couple of weeks ago, I was not surprised to hear Dannelly ask if we could increase his allowance from $5 to $6 in the coming year.  When I inquired about his request, I was surprised that I was met with more questions.  Questions like:  What does the church budget do?  How is it used?  What is a tithe?  Can you give more than a tithe?  How much did I give to the church?  Did his daddy and I give the same amount?  Did we give separately or did we give together?

Having answered those questions, I tried to get us back on track.  “This conversation started with your request for more allowance.   Son, for what do you need your allowance increased?”  “Well,” he began, “I was thinking about what I would give to the church. If you could give me $6 for my weekly allowance…” and he wandered off as he considered his options.  As I waited, I began to fear that my mathematically challenged gene pool had kicked in, so I gently nudged.  “A tithe of $6, Dannelly, would just be 60 cents a week.”  Then his response came,”Oh no, Mom!  I give more than that now.  But if you could give me $6 for my weekly allowance, then I could increase my tithe and give $3 to the church each week.”

<clink clink>

One of the great joys of being a pastor is being invited to walk with parishioners through their ups and downs of life.  Some of the stories I cherish most come from Care Team Givers who faithfully stand beside our members during the close of their lives.  One of these reflections came recently to me about charter member, Polly Wells.  It reads as follows:

Polly and the care team soon determined that Polly needed some assistance in her daily care.  We had no idea what her financial situation would be.  She lived modestly.  Would we be looking at Medicaid?  Could she afford to be in a facility that would provide her with the quality of care that she so deserved?  Piece by piece, we discovered that, not only was Medicaid not needed, Polly could afford a private room in a fine facility.

Polly worked long and hard at Social Security for many years.  She earned every penny she ever had.  To quote her niece, Mabel, Polly never spent any money except to travel.  Instead, she saved her money.  She saved in CDs and money market accounts.  And, when she was in her early 80s, she bought long-term care insurance.  And it paid off.  She managed her money brilliantly.

And, by the way, her niece Mabel was wrong.  Polly spent her money on one thing other than travel.  She gave her money to Baptist Church of the Covenant.  Once I was in charge of writing the checks, I learned to write the monthly check to the church early each month, so that she would not worry about my forgetting to do so.  She sent checks to all of the high school graduates each year.  And in the November prior to her death in January, she had me fill out a pledge card on her behalf.  She supported the church in every way she could, including her faithful, sacrificial giving.

<clink clink>

One day in the church office, our Financial Secretary, Susan Palmer, exclaimed, “I love my job!”  We both laughed hysterically and then I asked her why.  

Joe and Susan Palmer moved to Childersburg for Joe’s job with the Post Office.  They loved Childersburg and decided to build a house in which they could retire.  They were active in their church and made wonderful friends.  As Susan says, they weren’t just friends, these were spiritual friends with whom we went on retreats and prayed together about our concerns.

One of theses friends felt called to become a priest, but she and her husband owned a hardware store that kept them from moving ahead to attend Seminary.  Susan and Joe stepped forward to buy the store.  All of their church friends helped with the transaction—the bookkeeper that kept the figures, the banker who made the loan and, of course, the owners of the store.

After six months of being the new owners of the hardware store, however, Joe and Susan began to realize that something was dreadfully wrong.  Nothing they did could make the money work out.  They sought advice.  They kept putting their personal resources into the store.  Finally, a lawyer helped them realize that they had been duped.  They would not be able to recover financially from this fiasco.

They lost the business.  They lost their home, and they came to realize that financial bankruptcy also causes a bankruptcy of spirit as the truth hit them about the deceit of their church “friends.”

They returned to a small apartment in Birmingham.  Joe was working so they could make ends meet week by week.  Their only financial security was $1,000 in cash that they kept in a fireproof box in their closet.

Susan says of this time:

Tithing had always been easy until this point in our lives.  Even our accountant told us that there was no way we could keep giving that money away to the church.  But each Sunday, Joe would sing in the choir and I would sit in the pew.  It was my job to put our tithe in the plate.  Joe could see the panic on my face as the offering plates were passed.  I would be close to nausea as thoughts like ‘What if I get sick?  What if the car breaks down?’ would race through my head.  But each week, I would put our tithe in and life got better and better.

We had already told our children that there would be no Christmas gifts that year.  They rose to the occasion by saying “It doesn’t matter as long as we have each other.”

It is, by the way, a continued practice of the Palmers not to give gifts at Christmas…only to enjoy one another’s company as a remembrance of the miraculous events that occurred in their family.

For in November, Joe and Susan received a phone call.  When the bank foreclosed on the building in which the hardware store was housed, they failed to include the inventory.  Joe and Susan were the owners of an inventory of a fully stocked hardware store.  Susan had 30 days to either sell or claim the inventory.

After many phone calls, they found a buyer and on Christmas Eve, they met the buyer for lunch.  They compared inventories.  They negotiated their price and Joe and Susan Palmer left with financial resources in hand to start anew.

Susan says:  “It’s not about the money.  It is about the attitude.  An attitude of total reliance upon God to supply our needs.  An attitude of giving even when it is risky.  An attitude of being so thankful for what we do have, we can’t help but give.  When we got our money at lunch that day, the banks were already closed.  So we went home and looked at the miracle in our hands.  We talked about our budget.  Then as we prepared to go to Christmas Eve vespers, we wrote out our tithe check and took it with us.”

“So why do I love my job at Baptist Church of the Covenant?  Because it is my privilege to process the gifts given so faithfully by its membership so that I can watch as their combined financial resources result in many ministry miracles.”

Clink clink

It is our privilege this day to participate in the miraculous ministries of this church by tithing of our financial resources.  Pledge cards have been mailed to your home and are available in your bulletin.  We would encourage you to fill one out and bring it to the front as a response to the invitation of the Lord to commit ourselves to the ministries of the church.  Should there be other faith decisions, I will be at the front to receive you, as we stand, bring our pledge cards forward and sing, “Let All Things Now Living,”  #640.   

*A small can will be placed on the pulpit.  With each clink clink, two coins will be dropped into the can.

Dear Friends, Thank you for wanting to read and study these thoughts
more carefully. Please know that I do not take full credit for anything
that may be contained within, because I may have read or heard something at
some point during my pilgrimage and do not remember its source or I may have
been in a preacher's crunch and thus, cannot give the rightful author
his/her credit. I pray that you will find inspiration and encouragement.  Sarah Shelton
