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32nd Sunday in Ordinary Time 2012 

Gospel Mk 12:38-44 
In the course of his teaching Jesus said to the crowds, 
 "Beware of the scribes, who like to go around in long robes 
 and accept greetings in the marketplaces, 
 seats of honor in synagogues, 
 and places of honor at banquets. 
 They devour the houses of widows and, as a pretext 
 recite lengthy prayers. 
 They will receive a very severe condemnation." 
  
He sat down opposite the treasury 
 and observed how the crowd put money into the treasury. 
 Many rich people put in large sums. 
 A poor widow also came and put in two small coins worth a few cents. 
 Calling his disciples to himself, he said to them, 
 "Amen, I say to you, this poor widow put in more 
 than all the other contributors to the treasury. 
 For they have all contributed from their surplus wealth, 
 but she, from her poverty, has contributed all she had, 
 her whole livelihood." 
 
What do you think is the most important difference in behavior between you and your 

dog, or your cat, or any other animal?  Just think about that for a minute.  What is the 

most important difference in behavior between you and your pet, or between you and 

another animal?  Or maybe put another way: what behavior are you capable of that 

Rover is incapable of? 

 

I would suggest something else: I would suggest that the most important difference 

between my Basil and Bella, my dogs, and me is that they are incapable of hypocrisy, 

while I am very much capable of being a hypocrite.  Basil and Bella are not in any way 

duplicitous.  They don’t pretend to be one thing, while being, in fact, something else.  

They may at times try to be cunning, but they can’t lie about themselves and they don’t 
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try to deceive me about who and what they are.  Unlike Basil and Bella, I, however, can 

do all these things- I can be duplicitous, I can pretend to be one thing while being, in 

fact, something else, I can lie about myself and I can try to deceive others.  Human 

beings, in other words, are capable of hypocrisy- one of our great talents! 

 

In today’s gospel, Mark, the gospel writer, has Jesus dealing with precisely this deep 

human capacity for hypocrisy as it expresses itself within the context of religion.  And 

religion, of course, is one of the best and easiest places for hypocrisy to operate 

because it is so very, very convenient for us to hide our real interest- self-interest- under 

the cover of piety, under the cover of “God”, of “truth”, of “morality”.  This is what has 

been called “instrumental religion”- when we reduce God to being a means or an 

instrument for us to achieve our own very human purposes under the cloak of divine 

power and divine sanction. 

 

In this sense, the Christian Bible is surely the most anti-religious of all the world’s 

sacred scriptures.  This, however, goes largely unnoticed because the Bible’s own 

attempts to expose the self-deceptions of religious people when they try to hide from 

themselves the real motives that actually shape their behavior is, ironically religiously 

motivated.  The most thoroughly anti-religious texts in the Bible are the Gospel 

narratives in which the piety of the religious power elite and even of Jesus’ own 

disciples at times is relentlessly exposed as self-righteous and self-centered and the 

opposite of genuine faith in God.  What we heard in today’s gospel was precisely this.  
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Mark gives us two contrasting portraits of behavior inspired by religion- one in which 

religion functions as a cloak of hypocrisy and the other in which religion is the 

expression of profound faith and abandonment into the hands of God. 

 

In Mark’s story, Jesus, in front of a large crowd that had gathered in the Temple area, 

openly and publicly condemns the behavior of the scribes.  The scribes, along with the 

Pharisees and chief priests, are representative figures in Mark’s gospel.  They are apex 

of the religious leadership.  In a society in which the Law of Moses regulated all aspects 

of life, the legal expertise of the scribes gave them tremendous power and prestige and 

influence over other people.  Jesus attacks them for making this expertise, which should 

have been directed primarily to the honor and glory of God, a means for drawing 

attention and honor to themselves.   In other words, the scribes act in ways so as to be 

seen by other people- in what they wear, in how they are greeted, in where they sit in 

synagogue, and in the deference they are accorded by others.  Then having acted in 

this way, they proceed to defraud the most socially vulnerable- the widows- of the little 

they have.  And this is done under the cloak, the pretext, of piety- under the cover of 

long prayers to God.   

 

This is religion at its worst- religion claiming to be doing one thing- serving God- while in 

fact doing something very different- promoting self- interest- and all under the name and 

auspices of God.  It is this kind of religion that came under tremendous attack in the 

modern age from those three great prophets of religious honesty- Marx, Nietzsche and 

Freud.  And if that’s all there were to religion- if religion were only and always just a 
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cover for self-interest in one way or another, then, quite frankly, there would be little 

point in us being here today. 

 

But there is another possibility.  In contrast to this picture of religious hypocrisy, Mark 

introduces another portrait of behavior inspired by religion- the action of the widow in 

the following scene.   Remember, widows are the ones who often, in the previous 

portrait, are taken advantage of by the scribes.  We need to keep in mind that the widow 

in the gospel story is, like the scribes, a representative figure.  The Hebrew word for 

widow connotes one who is silent, one who is unable to speak.  In a society in which 

males played the public role and in which women did not speak on their own behalf, the 

position of a widow was one of extreme vulnerability- that’s what the widow represents, 

extreme vulnerability.  According to the Law, widows were left out of the prospect of 

inheritance, and so they became the stereotypical symbol of the exploited and the 

oppressed.  Here is somebody who is on the opposite end of the social spectrum from 

the scribes. 

 

Mark tells us that Jesus was sitting opposite the Temple treasury with his disciples 

watching the rich patrons of the Temple throwing their large, clanging offerings into the 

“shofar-chests”, the offering boxes with trumpet-shaped openings.  And then this widow 

comes along and puts into two coins, two tiny little pennies.  Mark describes them with a 

Greek word that means “thin”.  They were the smallest denominations minted.  They 

were so small that if you were to place one in the open palm of your hand, you could 
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blow it away like a feather.  That the widow gives these two very tiny coins is significant.  

She could have kept one for herself, but she didn’t.  She gives all that she has. 

 

Jesus points to this widow as an exemplar for his disciples.  In terms of the upside-down 

value system that Jesus has been teaching, where the first are last and the last are first, 

this widow, he says, has just placed a vast fortune into the shofar-chest.  Out of her 

poverty has come the greatest gift.  Her action contrasts with that of all the rich Temple 

patrons, but even more so with the behavior of the scribes that Jesus has just criticized.  

The scribes’ practice of religion was all external show, designed to hide their real self-

serving motives and purposes.   

 

The monetary value of this widow’s offering was negligible, paltry, yet in the eyes of 

God who sees the heart, she has put in more than all the rest.  But why?  Why was her 

offering so valuable?  Because it represented her total trust and the abandonment of 

herself to God, whom the Psalms describe as the “protector of widows and orphans”.  

This poor, voiceless, vulnerable widow represents the attitude of surrender to God and 

trust in God that Jesus has been trying to get his disciples, and dare I say, trying to get 

us, to understand and accept.  The rich Temple patrons gave out of their abundance- 

they had lots left over and still didn’t need to trust in God.  This widow is the image of 

total surrender and trust, the image of what faith looks like- committing one’s life into the 

hands of God without either knowing in advance what will happen or having the 

resources that will keep her safe and cared for.  There is nothing duplicitous or 

hypocritical about her religion.  In the story, the widow represents real trust in God, 
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without any duplicity, in contrast to the scribes who use religion as a self-serving 

instrument. 

 

When I look at these two portraits of religion that Mark has drawn in his gospel- the 

portrait of the religion of the scribes and the portrait of the religion of the widow- the 

contrast is not between faith and lack of faith, as we often think.  The contrast is 

between faith and hypocrisy, between placing one’s life into the hands of God and using 

religion to cloak my own self-serving purposes.  If there is somehow a continuum 

between these two things, between faith on the one side, and hypocrisy on the other 

side, my fear is that I don’t land in a very good place on that continuum.  But maybe 

that’s what Mark, the gospel writer, wanted his listeners to reflect on and to ponder a 

little: where do we land on that continuum between faith and hypocrisy?  Maybe I still 

have quite a bit to learn from Basil and Bella. 
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