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Twenty years ago there was an airplane crash. It is unlikely any of us 
remember or even heard of this crash because it was a small private plane. On 
board was a man, his daughter, son-in-law, and three young children, the man’s 
grandchildren. No one survived the crash, which left the wife of the man, who 
was also the mother, mother-in-law and grandmother a devastated, grieving 
widow. The instant transformation was undoubtedly painful, and left her with 
loneliness and emptiness.  

 Yet this widow refused to let her grief negatively define her life. She has 
found healing and hope in a faith that she lives into every day even in the midst of 
her tragic loss. She is the woman who gives herself to her church’s feeding 
program, not only by volunteering to cook and serve food but also recruiting 
other volunteers. She’s the person who feels if someone, especially a child, needs 
to read a book she buys that book and gives it them. She is the person who 
notices people most of us miss and sends notes of encouragement and love to 
them. This widow has become a woman who embodies not death, but life, 
especially the resurrection life of Christ. Not in big flashy ways, but quietly and 
effectively, simply by giving herself. 

 She isn’t the only widow to live so extraordinarily. Our readings today 
feature widows and their extraordinariness. Perhaps we are most familiar with 
the widows Naomi and Ruth from our Old Testament reading. This story of two 
widows has been a cherished favorite of many for thousands of years. The Book 
of Ruth is read on an important Jewish festival to this day, and is a testament to 
two women who worked together to overcome complete and utter loss and 
poverty to be restored to family and prosperity. It is a wonderful story, worthy of 
a Hallmark movie, where the widow Naomi is returned to a happy and secure 
place in society because of her daughter-in-law Ruth’s willingness to give her 
whole self to Naomi. What we might miss in this beautiful story is that according 
to Jewish law, Naomi was the widow who was supposed to marry the brother or 
closest male relative of her dead husband. Instead it was Ruth, a religious and 
ethnic foreigner who by putting herself in Naomi’s place was able to attract the 
notice and attention of Naomi’s wealthy and honorable relative Boaz who 
decided to take Ruth as his wife, thus restoring Naomi to a place of happiness and 



security.  Ruth’s act of risk and sacrifice has not been forgotten, she is mentioned 
by name in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, which is an impressive memorial.  Ruth 
is remembered as the widow who gave up all she had: her country, her family, 
and her religion to follow her mother-in-law into an unknown land where she 
risked being rejected in order to help her mother-in-law find a new and better 
life. That makes Ruth one of the heroes of the Bible. 

 We also heard about another widow who gave up all she had in our Gospel 
today. Only we don’t know nearly as much about this widow as we know about 
Naomi and Ruth. For starters, we don’t know this widow’s name. We don’t know 
her past or how her story ended. We can assume from her meager offering that 
life was hard for her. 

 Before there were things like pensions and retirement funds and life 
insurance, life for widows was about as hard as it got. It was especially so in Jesus’ 
day where women were not given the opportunity and status many of us here 
today have. We might also remember that there are many women all over the 
world who still live in the circumstances as the women in Jesus’ day, and still 
depend on patriarchal systems, where male relatives, be they fathers, brothers, 
husbands, sons or brothers-in-law provide financial and social security.   A widow 
in Jesus’ day lost more than emotional security when her husband died, she lost 
more than financial security-- she also lost her place in society. If no male relative 
was willing to take her in, a widow’s situation was pretty hopeless. There weren’t 
many options for her. 

 When we remember this, we might see the courage of Naomi and Ruth in 
an even stronger light.  But again, we know things turned out all right with them. 
They had an almost Cinderella-like ending, complete with a wealthy and 
handsome Prince Charming who rescued both of them from poverty and death. 

 But what about the widow Jesus noticed today?  Where was her rescuer? 
What happened to her? We aren’t told about her or her story at all. And this has 
been a sore spot for lots of scholars and commentators who angrily point out the 
injustice of her situation.  They strongly argue that Jesus is angry at this widow’s 
actions: she shows up in the temple in the middle of the wealthy showing off their 
giving and quietly gives up all she has. These scholars see a person with nothing 
giving what little she does have to a religious institution that does not notice nor 
care for her, and in fact will take advantage of her. Maybe they are right, after all 
scholars are learned and knowledgeable people.  



 

 

 But maybe their anger is tied with a desire for that widow to have the same 
happy ending as Ruth.  Most of us are happy to champion someone who gives 
their all to a worthy and noble cause. As a teenager I was impressed with a 
woman named Dian Fossey who gave her entire life to study and protect the 
endangered mountain gorillas found in certain parts of Africa. Even though she 
wasn’t respected by the scientific community because she didn’t have the 
traditional and accepted education or training, Dian Fossey’s life and work has 
brought many issues surrounding extinction of species to light and helped reveal 
the important connection between wildlife, habitat and the human beings who 
live with that wildlife in their habitat.  I admired Dian’s passion and commitment; 
how she gave all she had, even though many powerful people didn’t think her 
good enough.  Dian Fossey isn’t the only person to sacrifice the multitude of 
possibilities life has to dedicate themselves to a cause. But she is remembered 
because her sacrifice paid off, even though she didn’t live to see it. We who never 
knew Dian Fossey, but have learned about her can feel justified because her 
sacrifice paid off. Like Ruth. 

 But the widow Jesus noticed is a different story. She reminds us there 
aren’t always happy endings. Which points us to Christ.  Because Jesus didn’t 
come to ride in a white horse with bags of gold to take power away from the 
powerful and give it to those who suffer loss and poverty. And those are hard 
words to hear. That isn’t the good news we might want. We are all painfully 
aware of the injustice in this world: racial injustice, social injustice, economic 
injustice, environmental injustice, and the injustice women experience, the 
injustice the LGBT community fights, and sadly, I could go on.  Injustice was 
known in Jesus’ time too, which is why so many longed for God’s Messiah to 
come and wipe all injustice out. We want an ecclesiastical or messianic Prince 
Charming to rescue the oppressed, and that widow. 

 Instead, today, Jesus pointed out the widow who gave herself, all she had, 
to a system many call unjust. Maybe Jesus noticed her because he understood he 
was seeing a glimmer of resurrection life even before his own death, where he 
gave himself, all of himself, on the cross before he rose. Jesus never promised his 
disciples that following him would lead to financial or social security. He offers 
something different, something difficult for us to see or understand because the 
idea of giving ones’ whole self, all we have, can be incredibly foreign to us.  



 

 

 That is what Jesus did. He gave himself. So that we can have the 
opportunity to live deeper and closer to God. That opportunity is also our 
challenge. We are not necessarily called to give our lives the same way Jesus did. 
But we are called to live what we believe in every aspect of our lives, even when 
we find ourselves in the midst of great and tragic loss, even when we experience 
injustice, and even when we are not assured of a happy ending.  Maybe that is 
because God is hoping we will, even by our seemingly ordinary acts of giving 
ourselves to God and to each other, expose injustice for what it is and people will 
be inspired to change. Perhaps one change might be to realize happy endings 
aren’t brought about by Prince Charmings, but by all of us when we let God work 
through those actions of love that seem unnoticed by many. Like the widow who 
buys books or feeds the hungry or gives encouragement to the discouraged. 
Maybe it isn’t even about neat, tidy happy endings. Maybe life is about moments 
of Christ-like generosity, moments that might be short lived but leave a lasting 
impact. Perhaps we don’t need to control outcomes or endings, just live God’s 
love in the moment we find ourselves in, moments than can be resurrection life. 

 As we go out into another day and another week, perhaps we might be on 
the lookout for moments when we can give, even if it is something that might 
seem small, like a smile, a word of encouragement, a hug, an idea, a hand up, or 
something larger like an extra spoonful of food when we are serving lunch, or a 
prayer shawl to someone in distress, or a phone call to the friend we’re missing, 
only you can recognize the opportunity when you happen across it to live the 
extraordinary love of God in Christ that everyone of us can live as boldly as the 
widows we saw today. 


