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Mark 12:41-44

There is no missing what’s happening today.   In the mail this week you received an “Estimate of Giving” card on which we hope you’ll write a number and give it back to us.  If you didn’t bring that card with you, that’s all right, as we gave you another one as you entered the sanctuary.   If you can’t find a card, let me know and I’ll let you write your “Estimate” on the back of my hand and deliver it myself.    At the end of this sermon we’re going to give you a moment to write and then we’re going to ask you to put one in the offering tray.   If you’re a visitor please don’t feel any compulsion to make a financial commitment to us, the care and feeding of this congregation is the responsibility of us members.  If you don’t want to make an Estimate this year, it would be a help to us if you would just write your name on a card, leave the rest of the card blank, and put it in the offering tray.   
Unless I have completely failed in my attempts to communicate, you understand what’s going on.  The world economy is in shambles.   And while you are a generous and faithful congregation, contributions to this congregation are running about ten percent below our budgeted expectations.   We’ve proposed a 2010 budget that is 10% below 2009, but the reality is that we just don’t know what kind of contributions to expect for 2010.   That means that your Estimate of Giving is more important than it’s been for many years.   Once we have a good idea of how you estimate your giving, then we will know, really know, how to build the budget for next year.   
Understand how confidential this is.   Our Financial Secretary, Raiza Spratt, and her assistants will be the only people who know what number you write down.  No one else, not even me, have access to that information.   All we will know is totals.   It’s really between you and God.  

	I too will have to fill out a card today and I’m trying to decide which inner voice to listen to.  There is the voice of commitment.   I believe in this congregation, what it stands for and what it does.  One of the interesting paradoxes for me is that the church of God on earth, which was created by God and is now sustained by God’s Holy Spirit, requires money, our money.  And while that doesn’t make sense to me, I believe it.  And so, because I believe in this congregation, I want to support it financially.  
	And there is the voice of duty.   I understand that part of being committed to Christ and to the work of Christ on earth is that my commitment needs to be expressed in my time, the way I use my talents, and my checkbook.  I realize that how I use my money expresses clearly what is really important to me, and I want to express my faith.  I realize that it is God’s call on me to express my faith that way.  I realize that what Jesus said is true, “where my treasure is, there will my heart be also.”But there is another voice.   There is another voice which I believe is closer to what I really believe about writing a number down on a card.  
	As I reflect on this morning’s scripture I think we’re being given a picture of thankfulness.  You remember the story.  It is set during the last week of Jesus.  Jesus and his disciples are in the Temple courtyard and Jesus is watching people put their money in the offering chests.  There were 13 of these chests situated in the Temple court, each for a different purpose.   As Jesus watched, a widow came up and put two copper coins in the chest – and we’re told that was all she had.   
	That was an interesting thing to do, and a foolish one.  Under Jewish law, beggars were only allowed to beg for 2 copper coins a day – because it was just enough to buy food for the day.    And this widow, with no other means of income, put all she had into the offering chest.   We have to wonder why she did that.   Certainly it was not out of compulsion or a sense of duty.   I suppose it’s possible that she was trying to buy God’s favor, but I suspect that even she would have realized that God was not likely to be swayed by two copper coins.  No, this was extravagant, foolish, generosity that would have made almost no difference to the temple leaders who received the offering.  Why would she have given the Temple all the money that she had?  There is only one answer that fits, she was thankful.   And because she gave out of thankfulness, Jesus commended her to the disciples and we remember her even now.   
Thankfulness?  How is that possible?   She was a widow – her husband had died.  Under Jewish law she had no property rights.   There was no way for her to earn money.  She had food only when she begged for money.  How in the world could she be thankful?   The answer is this, I think.   If we are honest we realize that there is far more to life than wealth or property or power.  If we are honest we realize that ultimately those things aren’t the things that matter – but there are other things that do matter, for which we can be thankful.  
There is so much right with life and with the world.   I love fall.  I look out my office window and I can see the leaves starting to turn.  It’s beautiful.  There is a nip in the air – not a snap – but a nip – and it is invigorating.   It’s beautiful.   Wherever I’ve lived, fall has been beautiful.  Some places are more beautiful than others, some times are more beautiful than others – but the world we live in is beautiful.  
Did you see the article on the front page of the Monday Oregonian?  It was about a couple that were married 72 years and who died at virtually the same time.   They were married when he was 21 but she was just 16.  Evidently lots of people didn’t think their marriage would “make it” (whatever that means).  Those people were wrong.   This last March Joan and I celebrated our 35th wedding anniversary.   Even though we were both just short of 21 years of age on our wedding day, I think our marriage is going to make it.   Like every marriage ours has not always been a bed of roses.  There have been those times:  A child with disabilities, financial problems, moving and moving again, car trouble, a leaky roof, health concerns.   And yet in each other Joan and I have found strength and encouragement and faith and grounding.  I am thankful for my marriage.  
While I’m talking about children I have to sound like a proud father.  Yes, there were those times.  I suppose every parent has those stories to tell, but the truth is that our children turned out better than I deserved.  Chris and Melissa are mature, responsible, adults who contribute to the world – despite being raised as preachers kids.   I am thankful for that.
I love this congregation.  A couple of years ago, on a Wednesday night, I walked into our fellowship hall and at once 6 little boys got up from the table and ran over to give me a hug.  These days they have gotten too big for that sort of behavior, and they may not remember that evening, even now, but I will always remember it.   You have to understand that I have the best job in the world.  
Serving this congregation as the Senior Minister is not always an easy thing.   Sometimes it seems that you demand more of me than I have to give.  Sometimes you present me with challenges about which I don’t know what to do.  But always you offer to me a safe place where I can think and work and grow.  I am thankful for the things I do in your name that I think really matter.  Always, you let me in the door, and for that I am thankful.  I am thankful for this congregation.  I am thankful for what this congregation does and I am thankful for the way this congregation will face the challenges of the future.  

And of course there is the matter of architecture.   Let me explain.   When you visit a church you can tell a lot about its beliefs by the way it arranges the sanctuary furniture.   For instance, whatever part of worship a church believes is most important will be put in the center, at the front of the sanctuary.   If preaching is most important, the pulpit will be in the front and center.   At some newer churches there is no communion table or pulpit, instead they have the band.  I think I know what that means.  But in ours it is the communion table that is front and center, telling all who enter that it is the act of communion what we believe to be central to our worship and to the life of this church.
And when you visit churches take a look at what is in front of the communion table.  Because lots of churches have rails in front of the table.   In some churches they are called “rails” and in others they are called “fences.”   It doesn’t matter because their purpose ultimately is to control who receives communion.  But have you noticed, we don’t have a rail.   That’s because we don’t try to control who receives communion – we believe that we are all invited – no matter what.  
That is what I believe about God.   I believe that you and I are the children of God – and nothing can change that.  I believe that God has no interest in punishing me for what we do wrong.  I believe that God always loves us.  I believe that God is always reaching out for us trying to pull us deeper and deeper into relationship.  I believe that the greatest challenges of life are really believing that we are the beloved children of God and then figuring out how to live in love with others and the world.  I believe that in God I find unbounded, unending, immeasurable, love that I will never figure out.  
And for that I am thankful.  Yes, when I stop to think about it, I have much to be thankful for.  And I am thankful.  And I would ask you to join me.  What are you thankful for?  What is good about your life?  
But being thankful isn’t enough.   Being thankful demands a response.  If we are ever truly thankful for anything, we then have to express that thankfulness in some way.   If our thankfulness is not ever expressed, then it isn’t thankfulness.   And so if I am thankful for the goodness and the richness of life, if I am thankful for all the blessings and the challenges of life, if I am thankful for all those who share love with me, if I am thankful for all I can do, then I have to respond.   I have to do something.
And so in response to the goodness of my life, I am constantly looking for ways to share love with others.  Because of what I have received from God, I try to treat waiters and waitresses with respect and dignity – evidently that is rare.  Because of what God has given me I try very hard to not respond in anger when I perceive that I have been wronged.   Because of what I have received from God I try very hard to look for the times and places when I can intentionally share love with people and in even in some small way change their lives.  Because I am thankful I intentionally look for the best ways to use my time.   Because I am thankful I am careful not to ding someone else’s car in the parking lot.  Because I am thankful I rub my cat’s belly even when I’d rather be sleeping.  
And because I am thankful I work hard to use whatever money I have in the best possible ways.  I want to invest my money in the places and people that really matter.   That means that on Sundays like these I will express my thankfulness in a number written on a card that has been thrust into my hands.   I won’t do it out of duty.  I won’t do it out of compulsion.  I will choose to do it out of thankfulness.
Which allows me to ask you these two questions.   In your life, what are you thankful for?   What is good and beautiful and worthy in your life?   And, how will you express that thankfulness?  Are you willing to join the widow in the temple court in allowing your thankfulness to be expressed in action?  Will you express your thankfulness on that Estimate of Giving card?   I hope you will.  I hope that you will think and live out of thankfulness.   	
	
1

