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Commitment Sunday
TEXT: Luke 21:3 “Truly, I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them.” 
PURPOSE: To remind us that when our giving is giving to God, the gifts both benefit the cause and bless
the giver.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Two Saturdays ago, I attended the orientation for Learning Center staff at Mount
Sunapee.  This will be my fifth season of teaching at the mountain.  This orientation was
quite different from any I’ve attended in the past.  For one thing, it was an all day event,
filled, not only with information, but with activities.  You should have seen us playing
“Mount Sunapee Jeopardy.”  For another, we were invited to contribute to a potluck
lunch.  I’d almost forgotten about the lunch until the Thursday before the orientation,
when I checked the email which laid out the plan for the day.  The email included a list of
people sharing something for the potluck and what they were bringing.  It was a pretty
large list.  A contribution from me wouldn’t be missed, except by me.  Only I would
know I hadn’t brought anything.  I decided to make a Waldorf salad- you know, apples,
walnuts, celery, and raisins.  While I was making it, I decided to double the recipe.  When
it was done, it looked like a lot of salad, but I figured I’d be happy to bring home some
leftovers.  

The orientation was the second floor of the Sunapee Lodge.  On the first floor,
there were tables for us to eat, and along the side, the most awesome potluck spread I’d
ever seen anywhere.  I could barely find a place for my salad, but I managed to squeeze it
in and went upstairs for the orientation.  When we went downstairs for lunch, we were
totally overwhelmed.  The table of main and side dish offerings was at least fifty feet
long.  To my delight, of course, there also were two tables full of desserts.  My salad was
lost in all that abundance.  Even so, I felt good that I’d brought something.  If I hadn’t, I
would have felt very different while I was filling my plate – more like a consumer than a
contributor.  At the end of what turned out to be a fantastic orientation, I went to fetch my
salad.  The bowl was almost empty.  I guess my colleagues like Waldorf salad.  On the
way out, a woman saw me carrying the bowl.  “Did you make that?” she asked.  “I did.” 
“I love that salad.  And you did such a nice job of chopping the apples.”  So, I thought,
my gift wasn’t lost among the abundance of offerings.  I brought it home and licked a few
pieces of apples and nuts off the serving spoon.  Logan, who is very definitely into that
‘copy what the grownups do’ phase, climbed up on his stool, fished out the very last of
the salad, and stuck that big spoon into his mouth.  

This year, our Stewardship Campaign has asked, “What Can We Bring to the
Table?”  Over the past four Sundays, members of the campaign team have reminded us
that there’s lots that we can bring.  
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They’ve talked about gifts of time, ways that we can give some of our time to
support our life and mission.  We can put in time cleaning our buildings, or serving at our
suppers, or providing hospitality at one of our community events.  

They’ve talked about gifts of talents, ways that what we’re good at can benefit our
ministry.  If we’re good at teaching, we can assist with Sunday School.  If we’re good at
public speaking, we can lead worship.  If we have the gift of compassion, we can offer
support to people in difficult situations.  If we are overflowing with our experience of
God’s love for us, we can share the good news of Jesus with friends and neighbors.  If we
have administrative skills, we can be part of our church’s leadership teams.  

And, they’ve talked about resources we can bring to support our ministry.  Money
is one resource, and an important one, but not the only one.  We can donate desserts for
our dinners.  That would be me bringing pies.  We can bring socks for our Joe’s Socks
appeal and food for our holiday baskets.  We can provide transportation to worship and
church activities for people who don’t have a way to get here on their own.  We can share
connections and relationships we have in our community.  We can share ideas about how
we can be a more effective and faithful church.  Perhaps the greatest resource we can
offer is the gift of our faith, the deep sense that God is invested in our life and mission,
and our willingness to respond to God’s call and claim on our life together.  

I experienced this year’s campaign as creative and inspiring.  We should be
grateful to the committee for their efforts, and especially to Jim Schultz, who coordinated
the effort, for his ability to hold up the big vision for the campaign and to keep the
members of the team on task with the details.  Even so, the stewardship season in many
churches has the reputation of being the least popular season of the year.  Especially in a
church like ours, where so many of our people have limited resources, and the needs of
the institution always seem to be greater than what we can bring to the table, a
stewardship campaign has a way of evoking more anxiety than inspired generosity.  

So let’s go back to my experience with the potluck at the Learning Center
orientation. When I was serving myself from that bountiful table, I felt like a contributor,
like a participant, not like a taker or a consumer.  As far as the impact my donation had on
me, it didn’t matter whether what I offered was needed.  What mattered was that I
brought something to the table.  That’s what made me feel like I was part of that
community.  And also, in the midst of all that abundance, my gift seemed inconsequential. 
But that woman who appreciated my salad when I was leaving assured me that what I’d
brought had enhanced the experience at least for one person.  That’s two insights which
carry over to how we give to our church: first, giving enables us to feel like we’re part of
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something; second, the size of our gift has nothing to do with the impact it might have.  

Today’s text from Luke’s Gospel recalls two incidents, both taking place in the
temple precincts during the week before Jesus was killed. In the first, Jesus warned his
disciples about the scribes, whom he described as the kind of people my grandmother
used to call “privileged characters.”  These men were religious professionals responsible
for interpreting the law.  They had a status similar to lawyers in our time, and they could
assume power of attorney for people, in particular widows, who were not legally
permitted to manage their own affairs.1  That role allowed them to benefit themselves
from their management of a widow’s resources; hence, Jesus’ accusation that “they
devour widows’ houses.” (Luke 20:47)  Take note in particular of how Jesus described
them as expecting to get the best seats at banquets, or perhaps, the front of the line at
potlucks to which they contributed nothing. Beware, Jesus said, of people who think they
deserve privilege and praise, but who, in fact, are nothing but takers.  Don’t pay attention
to their long pretentious prayers.  God is more interested in justice than in showy
religiosity.   

It seems that the story of the widow offering the smallest financial gift possible is
positioned to contrast starkly with the description of the scribes.  While this story gets a
lot of use in stewardship campaigns, it’s not at all clear whether Jesus was praising the
widow’s irrational generosity or lamenting a religious system which exploited people like
her.  I am reminded of the victims of the so-called “prosperity gospel,” a hugely popular
but incredibly exploitative distortion of Christianity which makes its preachers obscenely
rich by convincing people their personal prosperity directly correlates with how much
money they give to the church.  Think about it: do we really want Jesus making examples
of people who become impoverished because they gave everything to the church?  That’s
not my idea of an ethical ‘pitch’ for a stewardship campaign.  

Praise or lament, the widow is a contributor.  She’s brought something to the table,
unlike the scribes, who just take stuff off the table to benefit themselves.  Like bringing
food to a potluck which we then get to enjoy, her relationship to the temple is one of
giving and receiving.   Unlike the wealthy people whose contributions don’t make a dent
in their assets, she is extraordinarily invested in the religious life of her people.  

The point I’m trying to make is the difference our giving has on us.  It’s typical to
think that the point of a stewardship campaign is to underwrite the expenses of a church. 
But my potluck experience, and perhaps, the widow’s experience, suggest that the impact

1Myers, Ched, Binding the Strong Man, Maryknoll, NY, Orbis Books, 1990. P. 320. 
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of giving on the giver is at least equally important.  The second insight coming out of my
potluck experience also applies to the story about the widow’s gift.  My gift was tiny in
comparison to all the food at that potluck.  Even so, one person noticed and expressed
gratitude for what I’d brought.  The widow’s gift, though incredibly small, was the gift
Jesus singled out to make a point about giving.  What exactly he meant by calling
attention to the fact that she had “put in all she had to live on” may not be obvious, but
like most of Jesus’ teaching, it forces us to think about ourselves and what we’re willing
to give.  

I think God is deeply involved in all of this, in the widow’s offering, in guiding
what we plan to bring to the table in this stewardship campaign, even in the seemingly
inconsequential ways we give to things like potlucks.  What God is most interested in is
people whose lives have been conformed to the way of Jesus, people whose living
embodies his self-giving love.  There is no practice more capable of making us more like
Jesus than the practice of generosity.  Along with that, it is giving to something that
makes us feel that we’re part of something.  And God’s plan for making us more like
Jesus is that we would be part of his body,  which is the Church, better known as the
“Body of Christ.”  The size of our gift doesn’t matter.  What specifically we bring to the
table doesn’t matter.  God can use whatever we bring, often in ways we couldn’t imagine,
to share the love of Jesus and build God’s realm of justice and peace.   

Our campaign has asked us to ask what we can bring to the table.  That’s a great
question.  It invites us to take a look at the whole of our lives and consider what we have
that can be used to contribute to the life and mission of our church.  But I am inviting us
to ask a related question, which is,“How am I changed by what I bring to the table?”  The
answers we propose to that question reveal the spiritual value of generosity.  If our giving
changes us, then it’s accomplishing what God intends for it to accomplish.  One big
change in us which results from giving is gratitude.  Giving makes us grateful.  We’ll
celebrate Thanksgiving in twelve days.  Typically, we give thanks for what we have
received, and that is as it should be.  But as a spiritual disposition, our gratitude flows out
of our generosity.  Generous people are grateful people.  Givers are the happiest of
humans.  That is because giving changes us, and faith-based giving makes us more like
Jesus, and nothing evokes more gratitude than the experience of sharing his life.  So
whatever you bring to the table, today or any day, pay attention to how God is using your
giving to change you.  Pay attention to how your giving incorporates you into the Body of
Christ.  Give in confidence that God can and will use whatever you give to support what
God is doing in people’s lives and in the world God still loves.  And most of all, let your
giving overflow in praise and thanksgiving to God who has given us the privilege of
participating in God’s work.  


