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All she had – the Widow’s Mite 

As he looked up, Jesus saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury.  He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. "I tell you the truth," he said, "this poor widow has put in more than all the others. All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on."
Luke 21:1-4 

Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were placed in the Temple. This was located in the Temple Court of the Women where little boxes had been placed to receive worshippers’ contributions. Jesus began to watch the crowds going up to present their gifts, but he was not impressed with how much each person gave, rather, how sacrificially the gift was made. He noticed many rich people throwing in large amounts of money very publicly but this failed to gain his respect.  

The lesson of the widow's ‘mites’ or small coins, as described here in Luke and also in Mark (12:41-44), is an enduring and profound testament to the value of faith. A destitute widow has almost nothing to give, yet what she had gave selflessly as her personal donation to the Temple. The coins she gave were pretty much worthless but it was Jewish custom at that time not to put in less than two gifts. Therefore, the widow gave the smallest legal gift possible. 

Jesus points out however, that her small gift was actually worth more than the ostentatious contributions of the wealthy worshippers, since her coins represented all that she had. This holy woman had demonstrated true faith in God with this seemingly insignificant act. She could not know from where her next meal would come as she did not have the money to plan in advance, but she believed that God would provide for her. And in that sacrifice she showed her complete trust. 

When Jesus considers the nature of giving here he thinks of three aspects: 

motive, attitude and financial status.  Why is giving important and with what motives did the worshippers give? Jesus is warning us that giving for the wrong reasons is not genuine giving – to be seen to be giving has different connotations from giving because our hearts move us to help another. Thus motives and attitudes are linked according to Jesus, the manner in which we give reflects the interior reason for the giving. Financial status was also significant because giving well within your means did not require the same effort or sacrifice as giving out of poverty. If you are wealthy your finances may not be as tight as for someone who has little to begin with. Jesus did not condemn the widow for giving everything she possessed as reckless. After all, a widow was already dependent on others for her daily living, as was commanded throughout the books of Exodus and Deuteronomy because they were so often neglected by their local community. Yet the poor still had a duty to give as well as the wealthy; and so the widow was conscientiously fulfilling her religious duty. The difference for her was that her sacrifice could be life-threatening, if others failed to provide as they ought.    

What we learn from this is that in God’s eyes, the act of giving alone is not enough. In our giving our motives can be anything but altruistic, but when we make sacrifices in the name of God he will not leave us desolate. It is interesting to note, that this story was the last public teaching of Jesus before his arrest and his own much more costly sacrifice.

Spiritual exercise

What does this story tell you about the importance of giving and sacrifice?

Reflect on your own motives for giving and receiving.

How do you balance trust in God to provide, with your duty to be a wise steward of your resources? 

What do you learn about your responsibilities towards the vulnerable?

Prayer

Giving God,
your Son watched the crowds
visiting the Temple day after day.

The rich came to flash their wealth,
the widow shuffled her coins in poverty,
while you sat and judged them from the heart:
graceless giving is worth less than two coins of love.
Amen

Final reflection
In our society we are urged both to give and to save our money in countless ways. This Lent may we examine our motives for giving, whether in church, among family, friends or in the charities we support.
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