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Twenty-Fifth Sunday after Pentecost • November 11, 2018 
1 Kings 17:8-16  •  Psalm 146  •  Hebrews 9:24-28  •  Mark 12:38-44 

  
 One Sunday in September, our stewardship committee met after church to start planning 
this year’s stewardship campaign. It was also the first Sunday of confirmation, so I came in late, right 
as they were wrapping up. And when I sat down, Bill Whitney turned to me and said, “Could you do 
a stewardship sermon on the weekend of November 11?”  
 Now picking a sermon theme involves a whole process. It requires study of the day’s texts, 
reflection on the events of the previous week, engagement with the other pieces of the liturgy, its 
hymns and prayers, and sensitivity to the needs of the assembly that particular day. You can’t 
commit to a sermon topic without knowing anything about that day. So, of course, I looked at Bill 
and said, “Yea, I could do that.” 
 And thankfully, one of our texts for today practically preaches itself as a stewardship 
sermon. The widow gave two coins to the temple. She was the generous one. Every gift matters. So does yours. In the 
name of the Father and of the Son... But you can see where that sermon is going a mile away. It would be 
boring for you to listen to and equally boring for me to preach. Two minutes in you’d be thinking 
about whether you wanted your eggs scrambled or over easy at brunch. And so would I. So let’s try 
to make it interesting. Let’s look at today’s reading from 1 Kings.  

To understand this story, you need to know two things. One is that there was a drought in 
Zarephath. It hadn’t rained in three years. There was practically no water and almost no food. And 
the second is that widows like the woman in today’s story were supposed to be taken care of by their 
communities. Everybody takes a little bit of what they have and gives it to the people in need and 
people like the widow can get by okay. 

But what happens if there’s a drought? The whole system breaks down. Because droughts 
aren’t just physical. They’re psychological. Because the first thing you feel in a drought is thirst. But 
the first thing you do is protect what you have. You store it up. You make sure no one else gets it. 
And so the first people to feel the effects of the drought are people like this widow who depend on 
other people’s generosity. And after three years, it’s so bad that she’s getting ready to prepare one 
last meal before she lies down and dies. 

So when Elijah comes up to this woman and asks for something to eat, the logical thing for 
her to say is, “No. We have new rules now. It’s everybody for themselves. You’re not going to get 
anything out of me.” And yet, that is not what the woman in today’s story does. She goes and does 
exactly what Elijah asks. Gives him the last of her water and the last of her food. 

Why does she do that? Why does this woman, the first to be forgotten by everyone around 
her, suddenly become the generous one in the story? She doesn’t do it because she’s generous by 
nature, though she might be. She doesn’t do it because she’s a morally upstanding person, though 
she might be that, too. She does it because she believes God’s promise. She believes God’s promise 
that the “jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the LORD 
sends rain on the earth.” She believes God’s promise that there’s enough. And that promise 
transforms everything.   

That’s what stewardship is all about. It’s about God’s promise and our faithful response. 
Trusting that God will provide enough for us so that we can take a chance on somebody else. Most 
stewardship campaigns don’t make it to the second part. But the second part is the whole point. 
Stewardship is not about raising enough money for the budget or getting enough volunteers to 
repeat whatever we did last year. It’s about trusting God’s promise so that we can take a risk on 
somebody else. 
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That second part is one of the things that makes us unusual. So much of our civic discourse 
is about commodifying everything and then trying to extract as much value as we can for ourselves. 
Even when we talk about charitable giving. Look at how much value this organization, this program, 
this institution provides for you. You gave us your time and money, and look at everything we gave 
back to you.  

And yet we exist, by design, for the sake of people who are not us. Our core constituency is 
not our membership. Who do we exist for? Everybody. That doesn’t mean creating a church so 
generic it’s tolerable to everyone. But it does mean that we are called to public ministry, public 
witness, and public responsibility. We are not just here to bless our members’ life passages. And 
there’s no way to do public ministry, to be a public presence, to be a public space, or to be a public 
body without taking risks. 

What does it look like when we stop taking risks for others? What does it look like when we 
think a drought it coming and start saving everything for ourselves? Well, back when the Lutheran 
church started ordaining women, there were all kinds of people who thought they shouldn’t do it. 
There were some misguided people who thought scripture prohibited it. There were some straight-
up misogynists who thought women couldn’t be good at it.  

But those weren’t the saddest objectors. No, those were the clergy who thought the church 
shouldn’t ordain women, not because they personally objected to it, but because they knew some of 
their members did. They knew that it was the right thing to do for scriptural, moral, and theological 
reasons, but they were so fearful of losing members that they said, “We can’t risk it.” They thought a 
drought was coming. And when they were asked to take a risk on someone else and trust that God 
would provide, they said, “No. I’ll just stick with what’s comfortable.”  

The fundamentalists ignorantly misread scripture. The misogynists intentionally 
misunderstand sex. But it’s the risk averse who are the most pitiful. Because it’s the risk averse who 
reject the promises of God and stick with what’s convenient. God promises them that there’s 
enough food for them and the newcomer Elijah to live on, and they say that we’d rather just keep 
what we have and go home and die.    

Thankfully, we’ve moved past the worst of that debate, but that way of thinking is still 
pervasive in our churches. So often our first question about church identity and mission is about the 
kind of church our members want instead of the kind of church our neighbors need. And as we 
wrap up this stewardship campaign, that second question is what should be at the forefront of our 
attention.  

So what kind of church do our neighbors need us to be? Who are the people we could risk 
our comfort for? Who are the people whose needs we ignore when we just do whatever we did last 
year? Who are the people whose interests we ignore when we try to preserve the membership rolls 
becomes our primary concern? Those are not rhetorical questions by the way. The answers to those 
questions will form our entire mission and reason for being. They will determine our faithful 
response. Because what makes our response to God’s promise faithful is not that it has something to 
do with church. It is faithful because it trusts in the promises of God. It is faithful because it takes 
risks when everyone else tells us to hedge our bets and wind it down. 
 Maybe you don’t hear those voices telling us to wind it down. Maybe you don’t hear the 
voices telling us that a drought is on the way. I do. I hear them every day. They’re the voices that tell 
us that we should be an inclusive community but not make a big deal about it. They’re the voices 
that tell us we should just bless whatever evils happen in society lest we come off as too partisan. 
They’re the voices that tell us that we should have the courage of our convictions but only if those 
convictions have been focus grouped. They’re the voices that tell us to replace confirmation with 
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cotillion and social justice with social graces. They’re the voices that tell us there’s no sense planting 
a seed because a drought might be on the way. They’re the voices that tell us that there’s no future, 
so we might as well just go home and eat whatever we have left before we lie down and die. 
 I don’t know about you. But I’m not interested in winding it down. In fact, I feel like turning 
it up. You know why? Because I listened to that psalm, and I don’t think God’s interested in 
winding it down, either. I think God’s turning it up. Because God is turning up justice for the 
oppressed and food for the hungry. And God is turning up for lifting up those who are bowed 
down and watching over strangers and upholding the orphan and widow. I don’t think God wants 
to wind it down because that jar of flour was not emptied. And that jug of oil never failed. And 
whenever God’s promise meets our faithful response, the whole world gets turned up. 
 That promise might not sound like a lot to go on. But the truth is it’s the only thing we’ve 
ever had. And, thanks be to God, it’s the only thing we’ve ever needed. 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


