


























































































































THE MESSAGE OF THE SCRIPTURE FOR US

These two stories are the only two instances recounted in the Gospels
where individuals are commended for the generosity of their giving. In both
stories it is interesting to note that it is a woman who has performed the noted act
of generosity. And in both instances, though neither woman is identified by
name, the inference is that they are persons who generally would be considered
as persons of little standing or worth.

Jesus is saying to us in these stories that not all giving is the kind of giving
that makes a difference in the world. In effect, Jesus says that the large sums
given by the wealthy patrons of the synagogue were not worth "two cents." His
judgment is that the widow's two copper coins was a far greater gift--would make
a bigger difference. And to the objections of the ones observing the woman
lavishly pouring expensive cintment on Jesus' feet-- the ones who said the money
ought to be used to feed the poor--Jesus says that if that alternative had been
followed it would not have made much of an impact on the lot of the poor, whom
"you always have with you.” In fact it is a unique occasion when one can anoint
the body of a prophet for burial, and there can be no better use of the ointment
than that to which it has been put. It made a difference, this loving act that
moved Jesus so deeply.

True Christian giving does make a difference. It makes a difference in the
life of the giver. These two women were both expressing, in their own way, the
depth of their love for God and their gratitude to God for his loving kindness in
their lives. The giving served to reinforce their devotion,

It makes a difference for the recipient. Of all the people in that room
where the woman anointed the feet of Jesus, she is the only one whose act of
devotion moved Jesus to response. In the John account Jesus contrasts the
devotion of the woman to the absence of all social graces and amenities a guest
like Jesus would normally receive.

It makes a difference for the observers. Jesus is always the teacher, and
in these instances he found a wealth of material for instructing his hearers.
Noone left the synagogue that day without a clearer understanding of the
sacrificial nature of true Christian giving. No guest at Simon's house went home
without a clearer awareness of who Jesus was and where true values were to be
sought.

Even so, today, the Christian who wants to make a difference with his/her
gifts must learn to give according to the spirit exemplified here in these two
women whom Jesus commended. Such spirit has these characteristics.

1. WE MUST GIVE FROM WHAT WE HAVE.
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That sounds obvious and trite, yet it is the first rule of giving. Some of us
fail in our giving because we think that because we do not have to give what
some other people might have, then our gift is not sufficient or not worthy. There
was a young man in my church who, at commitment time each year would say, "l
am too much in debt now to give much, but when | get out of debt and am making
good money | plan to do some generous things for the church.” What he did not
understand was that God was not calling him to give what he did not have. What
God wanted was that he be a good steward of the resources he did have.

The poor widow was not deterred from giving because she had only two
copper coins. She got right in line with the wealthy landowners and businessmen
and dropped in her gift right along with theirs. She gave what she had. Likewise
the woman with the ointment. Jesus said of her, "She has done what she could."
Out of her possessions she selected the most precious thing that she had with
which to make her act of devotion.

We ought never compare our gifts to what someone else gives, whether
we be rich or poor. The only comparison that the Christian is called to make in
giving is the size of the gift in relation to what we have left, in relation to how
much God has placed at our disposal.

2. WE MUST LEARN TO GIVE WITHOUT COUNTING THE COST.

If our giving is to make a difference, it must be the kind of giving that flows
from the heart and not from the balance sheet. | am sure the widow had concern
about where next month's rent was coming from, or what she was going to eat
tomorrow, or how she would deal with some unforeseen disaster, But when the
time came to give, she did not let these uncertainties deter her from giving what
she knew God expected of her and what her devotion to God demanded she
give. The woman anointing the feet of Jesus did not think about the market value
of the ointment she was indiscriminately pouring on Jesus. She knew only that
something in her heart demanded an expression of devotion equal to the love she
had in her heart for him.

A woman was deeply moved by the presentation of a Somalia national
who spoke at her church about the horrific needs of the people of that country
and the starvation which claimed countless numbers of children every day. After
the service she went up to him and said, "Your message deeply touched me.
Give me you address. | want to send a check for $500 to your relief efforts.” On
her way home she began to think about her grocery shopping for week-end
guests who were coming, and about the car insurance being due next month, and
the need to get the living room carpet cleaned before she entertained her mission
circle. The longer she drove and thought, the smaller the check became, and
when she finally got around to writing it the next week, she had decided to send
$10 to Somalia relief.
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St. Francis' friends became concerned that he gave away everything given
to him, and most times had no resources at all to care for his needs. He was the
leader at a retreat where the group had taken a offering of considerable amount
for him. They conspired to keep him from just haphazardly giving it all away. So
they took his handkerchief and, dividing the money into four parts, tightly tied a
fourth in each comer of the handerchief, thinking that at least if someone asked
him for help he would give away only a part of it. Sure enough he had hardly left
on his way home when he was met by a beggar with a sad story of need. St.
Francis took out his handkerchief and tried to untie one of the corners to get at
his money. But his friends had tied the knot so tight he could not untie it. He
tried another corner and then another with the same results. Finally he just
placed the entire handkerchief in the hand of the beggar and said, "l guess God
intended that you should have all of it.

If there is any cost to be counted, it must be the cost to our spiritual vitality
and well-being if we are not generous givers.

3. WE MUST LEARN TO GIVE WITHOUT HOLDING ON TO THE GIFT.

Have you known people who give--even generously at times--but who
always require that the gift be used in some special way that reflects their own
interests? They do not give undesignated gifts. They want to know where every
dollar of their gift is going. They don't support the general fund of the church
because others determine its use. They don't support the United Way
community charities because someone else allocates the money. They want to
keep on holding on to the gift they give.

But the truth of Christian giving is that you have not given until you have
turned loose of the gift. The Body determines the needs and the Body directs the
mission, and the Body controls the finances. "You are all one body" is the term
Paul uses to describe the church.

The scribes wanted to keep the gift of ointment to themselves, while the
woman just poured it out at the feet of Jesus. The widow demanded no
accounting of just how her gift was to be used, nor did she say, "I'l give all that |
have, but only to buy new paraments for the altar." She just gave. She dropped
the money in the box and said, "There is it, God. Use it as you will."

4. WE GIVE WITH THE UNDERSTANDING THAT OUR GIFT IS ONLY A PART
OF THE ANSWER.

No one person has enough resources to relieve hunger and homelessness
in your community. No one person or congregation has enough resources to
meet the educational needs of all the nation's uneducated or poorly trained. No
one person, or congregation, or denomination has enough resources to
evangelize the whole world. But like the woman with the ointment, if we each do
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what we can then God will multiply the gifts, like Jesus did the loaves and fishes
by the seashore, to make them adequate for the need.

The person who thinks his gift is not important has not stopped to think
about the widow's two copper coins. The person who looks at the magnitude of
the world's needs and says, "l can't possibly make a difference,” has not laid her
own alabaster box at the feet of Jesus.

In becoming Christian givers, God does not expect us fo do it all. God only
asks that we do what we can. And that, added to the store of the gifts of every
other Christian giver, becomes a vast resource for accomplishing God's purpose.

IN A NUT SHELL

A pig and a chicken were walking down the street together when they saw
a big billboard advertising a restaurant's ham and egy breakfast. The chicken
turned to the pig and said, "Doesn't it make you feel good inside to know that you
can bring such pleasure and satisfaction to people in their eating?" And the pig
replied, "That's easy for you to say. For you it's all in a day's work. But for me it
requires total commitment.”

In His mercy God requires of us nothing that we don't have. And in his call
to service He requires all that we do have. We are called to give from what we
have, not counting the cost nor holding on to the gift, with the assurance that our
gifts added to that of others who are faithful givers will provide the Kingdom's
needs in abundance.

SUGGESTIONS FOR THE TEACHER

1. Instead of reading the scripture lessons, have class members role play one or
both of the stories. This may take some advance preparation by the class
members who plan to do this, so you might name them the week before.

2. After introducing the lesson you can have four class members take as an
assignment to present the material on the four characteristics of giving that
makes a difference.

3. Questions for discussion.

a. What similarities do you see in these two stories?

b. What are some ways that people try to hold on to their gifts after they
have given them?

c. What reasons/excuses have you heard (or used) for not being a
generous giver?
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d. How does being a genemus giver make a difference in your life?

e. Were the critics of the woman who anointed Jesus' feet justified in their
criticism? Why/Why not? Do you think they were sincere in their criticism?
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