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He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. 
In the name... 

When asked to give my “spiritual autobiography,” I often describe my upbringing as “biblical, but not 
religious.” That is, while I didn’t grow up in the Church in any strict sense — and while I wasn’t baptized 
until I was an adult — the Bible was a staple of my childhood. My parents and grandparents saw to it that I 
didn’t just know the moral teachings of Jesus or the message of Christianity, but that we actually knew the 
stories, characters, and language of Holy Scripture. And that was the crack in the door that let just enough 
light in for me not to get lost until God “stood in the doorway between two worlds”1 and showed me in. 

The Bible, though, can be a funny thing to share with children, especially children still on the side of the 
doorway that’s dimly lit. For children and adults alike, its strangeness is at once the thing that piques our 
curiosity and imagination, while at the same time what makes it very susceptible to misunderstandings that 
give the wrong idea about God. I remember distinctly the first time I encountered the widow of Zarephath 
in today’s Old Testament lesson. In the end, of course, I was glad that she and her son didn’t run out of 
flour and oil and didn’t die; but I was horrified at Elijah’s insistence that, despite their hunger and poverty, 
she should not only feed him but that she should make his bread first. To impose in that way — even as 
some kind of bizarre test — was not just rude to me, but cruel. Had I had the language, I would have 
certainly ranked Elijah among the scribes that Jesus condemns in today’s Gospel; those who like to be 
“greeted with respect” and insist on “places of honor at banquets” all while “devouring widows’ houses.” 

That it worked out in the end for the widow and her son didn’t, in my young imagination, excuse 
Elijah’s behavior. 

Likewise, I remember being introduced to the widow in Mark’s Gospel (having no sense that she was 
related — at least in a literary sense — to the one in Zarephath). She was, until very recently, a heroic 
figure by my lights: one ready to sacrifice for God even if it cost her everything. Jesus, as I understood it, 
even confirmed this in his praise for her: “Truly I tell you,” he said, “this poor widow has put in more than 
all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but 
she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” Like the heroine of an early 
Soviet propaganda film, I imagined this widow set in dramatic lighting, being immortalized as one ready to 
sacrifice much for the greater good. 

One of the gifts that comes from reading Holy Scripture repeatedly and across time is that, in time, the 
Bible teaches you how to read it better. This happens in a number of ways, all through the work of the 
Holy Spirit. Some of it is just becoming a better reader in general; much of it comes by way of others who 
are themselves better readers teaching you how to read. Some of reading Holy Scripture better, though, 
just comes from noticing patterns and learning to ask questions. 

This widow is contributing all she had to the same treasury that is managed by the scribes who Jesus has 
just condemned for “devouring widow’s houses.” Unlike in Sidon in the time Elijah, there’s no famine in 
the land in the time of Jesus — the scribes are enjoying banquets and “three cheers” in the busy 
marketplaces — and yet this widow is very poor. How is it that she is in poverty while others are 
contributing to the treasury out of their abundance? What’s more, there’s no indication that her poverty is 
about to be relieved through miraculous intervention: her proverbial jars of flour and oil really have run 
dry. The widow’s “mite” — her last two coins — seems to genuinely be her last. She may really be 
preparing all she had — not enough even to buy bread in the marketplace — before going home to die. 

Then the question occurs: what if Jesus is not offering praise, but lament for the sacrifice of the widow? 
“Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. 

For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything 
she had, all she had to live on.” 
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The key, it turns out, is where Jesus decided to sit. “He sat down opposite the treasury,” Mark tells us, 
“and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury.” Mark isn’t telling us this, of course, as a 
geography lesson about Jerusalem streets; he means by way of it to announce that Jesus understands 
himself (and by extension God) as one who stands over against the economy of the Temple that is 
devouring widow’s houses. He is one who, like Elijah, seeks not to take from widows but to provide for 
them. He is one who names the cruelty and injustice of a system in which widows must give their last two 
coins so that the scribes can buy longer and nicer robes. 

He is one who, as the Psalmist says this morning, “sustains the orphan and widow” and “gives justice to 
those who are oppressed and food to those who hunger.” He is one who will “frustrate the way of the 
wicked.” 

In her collection Teaching a Stone to Talk, essayist Annie Dillard warns, 
“On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible 

of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely 
invoke? ...It is madness to wear straw hats and velvet to church; we should all be wearing 
crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to 
our pews. For the sleeping God may wake someday and take offense, or the waking God 
may draw us out to where we can never return.”1 

To live with the Bible, say nothing of learning to read it well, comes with a huge risk. Namely, it might 
have the effect of provoking us to take God seriously; to let him draw us into a place of no return. It might 
stir us to live as if God were real. It just might provoke us to ask questions of the world around us that it 
isn’t prepared to answer: 

Are there widows and orphans, actual or proverbial, who we have failed to notice? 
What Temple economies, again actual or proverbial, surround us that devour widows’ houses? 
What stands over against Jesus now from where he is seated? 
Who are the scribes in long robes? 
Who is being oppressed that deserve God’s justice? 
Who are the wicked that God aims to frustrate? 
Who are the hungry to whom God promises food? 
What laments has Jesus offered that we have mistaken for praise? 

As I’ve gotten older and become a better reader, more sensitive to how Holy Scripture invites us to read, 
I’ve come to see Elijah in a different light. His request to be fed is not a test of the widow’s faith or an 
imposition on her hospitality: it is the bidding of one who knows with certainty that God, out of his 
abundance, will provide enough for the widow of Zarephath and her son not just to live but to share. It is 
the request of one who had long since been drawn out to where he can never return. His request comes 
from the same side of the street on which Jesus is sitting, opposite the Temple treasury. 
I have said... 

 
1 Annie Dillard, “God in the Doorway,” from Teaching a Stone to Talk. Harper Collins: 1988. P. 141 


