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“The Unknown Saint”
“Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury.”

“Here rests in honored glory a soldier known but to God.”

At the National War Memorial in Ottawa and Arlington National Cemetery outside Washington, DC, there are
hallowed places where a soldier whose remains have never been identified rests.  The Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier in both countries honours all soldiers, known and unknown, who have sacrificed their lives in the cause
of peace and freedom.  The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier “represents all Canadians, whether they be navy,
army, air force or merchant marine, who died or may die for their country in all conflicts – past, present, and
future.” (Veterans Affairs Canada).

This morning, people are gathering in churches, cenotaphs, and public squares across the country to remember
all of those who have sacrificed their lives for the peace and freedom that we treasure in Canada.  Many of
those we honour on this Remembrance Day are among the unknown soldiers whose names have been lost in
time but whose legacy remains.  On this 100  anniversary of the Armistice that ended the First World War, weth

remember all who died In Flanders Fields and other battlegrounds of all wars, all who “loved and were loved
and now lie in Flanders fields.”

As we honour those whose names are unknown but whose sacrifice endures on this Remembrance Day, we
also remember another person whose name is unknown but whose example of faithfulness endures in
Scripture.  The woman who Jesus notices at the Temple treasury is one of a series of women in the Bible who
are not referred to by their proper names but who stand out as examples of faithfulness for all generations:

· The Syrophoenician woman whose tenacity gains healing from Jesus for her daughter (Mark 7:24-30).
· The women who anoints Jesus’ feet and receives his blessing of forgiveness, even though it scandalizes

the Pharisees (Luke 7:36-50).
· The Samaritan woman at the well whose encounter with Jesus inspires her to invite the people of the

community to “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!  He cannot be the
Messiah, can he?” (John 4:29).

· The “other women” who join Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of James at the empty
tomb on the first Easter morning (Luke 24:1-12).

The unnamed women we meet in today’s Gospel lesson is not only unidentified to us but was probably
unknown and unnamed in her own time and place.  It is quite probable that no one noticed her as she slipped
into the Temple treasure to make her meager contribution; all that Mark tells us about her is that she was “a
poor widow,” a woman who had not only endured the loss of her husband but also the loss of financial support
from his family.  The way she is described, that the sum total of her wealth was “too small copper coins, which
are worth a penny” (Mark 12:42), testifies to the dire circumstances of a woman who is unnamed, unnoticed,
and unloved.

· “As far as she knew, no one saw her.  But then again, no one ever saw her.  She was one of life’s minor
characters, one of the invisible people who come and go without anyone noticing what they do, or
what they have on, or when they leave the room.  She was a bit player, one of the extras who ring the
stage while the major characters stride around in the middle, dazzling everyone with their costumes
and high drama.” – Barbara Brown Taylor, “The One to Watch.”



As this unknown widow makes her way to the Temple treasury (which may refer to receptacles for collecting
the Temple taxes and freewill offerings), Jesus is warning his followers to beware of those who enrich
themselves by preying on the most vulnerable persons in society.  Jesus’ description of the scribes lists what
could be seen as normal privileges of the aristocracy in a traditional society: they “like to walk around in long
robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and
places of honor at banquets!” (12:38-39), a lifestyle described in similar fashion in other parts of the New
Testament:

· “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feast sumptuously every
day.” – Luke 16:19).

· “For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in
dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, ‘Have a
seat here, please,’ while the one who is poor you say, ‘Stand there,’ or ‘Sit at my feet,’ have you not
made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?” – James 2:2-4.

But while Jesus is not condemning the scribes because of the manner in which they live, he does call them to
task for the way in which they gained their wealth: “They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of
appearances make long prayers.  They will receive the greater condemnation.” (12:40).  The scribes may have
acted as guardians for widows who lacked male relatives; some may have accepted hospitality from widows
under the pretext of piety.  Sadly, this practice of the rich preying on the poor to gain wealth for themselves
was not a recent practice; Amos condemns those in his day who “trample on the poor and take from them
levies of grain … you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, and push aside the needy in the gate” and
warns them of the coming judgment on the Day of the Lord that for them will be “darkness, not light, and
gloom with no brightness in it” (Amos 5:11-12, 20).  Concern for the welfare of widows and the most
vulnerable members of society is addressed in the early church when the apostles appoint deacons to care for
“their widows [who] were being neglected in the daily distribution of food.” (Acts 6:1).

· “Throughout the Hebrew Bible, widows (along with orphans) are special objects of God’s compassion,
for, without a man to provide for them, they were the most vulnerable people.  Their treatment was a
measure of the justice or injustice of the society.” – Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan.

After his strong condemnation of the scribes’ unscrupulous and hypocritical actions, Jesus takes the place of an
observer opposite the Temple treasure, where he “watched the crowd putting money into the treasury.”
(12:41).  Mark underlines the gap between the wealthy persons’ offerings that are noticed by everyone and the
offering of the poor widow that only Jesus appears to notice: “Many rich people put in large sums.  A poor
widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny.” (12:41b-42).  Not only is the widow’s
name unknown, but so is her motivation: why does she give, as Jesus describes it, “everything she had, all she
had to live on” (12:44)?  Was it because of her love of God and commitment to the ministry of the Temple, or
was it another example of “the way the poor are manipulated to give all they have to support the temple”?
(Borg and Crossan).  Was it an example of the faith of a woman who believed that God would provide as God
had done for the widow of Zarephath who gave her last bit of bread to Elijah, believing the prophet’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” (1 Kings 17:14), or is it a sign that she has given up and is giving away all she has before she ends her
life?

Whatever the reason may have been for her offering, she is the only one who Jesus notices; he sits passively
while he observes the rich put in their large offerings but calls his disciples together only when he observes the
widow’s offering.  For Jesus, it is this unnamed, unknown, unnoticed widow who is “the one to watch, “for
“this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury.  For all of them have
contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live



on.” (12:43-44).  The exemplary character of the widow’s offering lies in her willingness to give everything to
God.  Unlike the rich man who would not give up his wealth to become a disciple (“he was shocked and went
away grieving, for he had many possessions.” – Mark 10:22), the widow is an example of what it means to
follow Jesus, of what it means to belong to the Kingdom of God “where the last shall be first, and the great
shall be servants of all, and the most unlikely people will turn out to have been Christ himself in disguise.”
(Taylor).

The story of the widow’s offering (often named “The Widow’s Mite”) is commonly cited this time of year in
congregational stewardship campaigns, in which she is lifted up as an example of faithful giving to the Lord and
to the mission of the Church.  The Metropolitan New York Synod’s Stewardship Emphasis in 2015 was entitled
“The Widow’s Might,” noting that “the poor widow Jesus recognizes encourages us by her trust in God to
provide and her life of mighty generosity.”  In his sermon to congregations of the synod, Bishop Robert Rimbo
offers encouragement that “wherever you are, you are listening for Christ’s leadership, Christ’s voice, who is
prompting you, like the mighty widow, to give out of your own poverty just as Jesus did and continues to do for
you.”  The widow is held up as an example of true stewardship which is understood as “descriptive of the being
– the very life – of God’s people.  Deeds of stewardship arise out of the being of the steward.” (Douglas John
Hall).

But if we look at the story more closely, there is more going on here than a story on stewardship or faithful
giving.  Jesus is not putting down the wealthy givers; unlike his critique of the scribes, he doesn’t even accuse
them of making an outward show of piety with their extravagant offerings.  Jesus is also not endorsing the
system that has put this widow and so many others in such dire circumstances; he has already called them to
task and warned that “they will receive the greater condemnation” for such heinous acts.  Jesus calls the
attention of his followers to the widow because she is a living example of what he is calling all of his disciples to
do: place their complete trust in God to provide for all that they shall need in their daily lives:

· “He does not put anyone in the wrong.  He does not dismiss the gifts of the rich.  He simply points out
that the major characters are minor givers, while the minor character – the poor widow – turns out to
be the major donor of them all.” – Taylor.

Unlike the widow at Zarephath who held back a little of what she possessed for herself and her son, the widow
chooses a different path: she gives all that she has to live on – her whole life – to God.

This is not the first time that Jesus calls his would-be followers to leave everything behind to become his
disciples.  When he calls the brothers fishing on the banks of the Sea of Galilee to “follow me and I will make
you fish for people” (1:17), their response is that “immediately they left their nets and followed him.” (1:18). 
He later warns those contemplating the acceptance of his invitation to discipleship that “if any want to become
my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Matthew 16:24), and in even
harsher language warns that “no one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of
God.” (Luke 9:62).  In the widow, Jesus has found an ideal example of what he has been teaching; he points to
her as the one to watch for anyone looking for a role model in being a disciple of Christ.

· “It should come as no surprise that Jesus highlights the widow’s example.  Jesus is forever calling
people to give their whole lives to God.  It’s central to his vision of discipleship … Her act is a teachable
moment, a living parable.  She gives her whole life to God.  Go and do likewise.” – Brad Roth, The
Christian Century.

They may have been another reason why Jesus notices this unnamed, unknown widow among the many
people at the treasury that day.  In seeing someone who was willing to sacrifice everything, he sees a paradigm



not only for his disciples but also for himself; like the widow, Jesus gives everything in order that God’s Will
might be accomplished through his sacrifice on the Cross.

· “If you ask me, this is why he noticed the poor widow in the first place.  She reminded him of someone. 
It was the end for her; it was the end for him, too.  She gave her living to a corrupt church; he was
about to give his life for a corrupt world.  She withheld nothing from God; neither did he.  It took one
to know one.  When he looked at her it was like looking in a mirror at a reflection so clear that he
called his disciples over to see.  ‘Look,’ he said to those who meant to follow him, ‘That is what I have
been talking about.  Look at her.’” – Taylor.

When this encounter takes place, Jesus is only days away from his suffering a death on the Cross (in Mark’s
Gospel, he enters Jerusalem before this episode takes place).  He is sitting opposite the Temple treasury within
hours of his Last Supper, within hours of his prayer at Gethsemane in which he prays “Abba, Father, for you all
things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” (14:36), and within
moments of his betrayal and arrest.  For Jesus, sacrificing everything is not a noble concept; it is a reality that
he will face soon after the widow’s sacrifice.  When he spots the widow’s sacrifice, he sees one who is willing to
trust in God even when that trust demands a high price, what Dietrich Bonhoeffer referred to as “the cost of
discipleship.”

· “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.  It may be like that of the first disciples who had
to leave home and work to follow him, or it may be a death like Luther’s, who had to leave monastery
and go out into the world.  But it is the same death every time – death in Jesus Christ, the death of the
old man at his call… The call to discipleship, the baptism in the name of Jesus Christ means both death
and life.  The call of Christ, his baptism, sets the Christian in the middle of the daily arena against sin
and the devil.  Every day he encounters new temptations, and every day he must suffer anew for Jesus
Christ’s sake.”

On this Remembrance Day, we pay homage to all who sacrificed their lives for the sake of others.  Many of
them are known and remembered by name; others are like the soldier whose remains lie in Ottawa, known
only to God.  They are remembered for their willingness to sacrifice their very lives for that in which they
believed, a sacrifice we may also be asked to make one day.  In the example of the unknown saint who gave all
because she trusted in the God who is the “protector of widows (Psalm 68:5), we have a role model for what it
means to follow Jesus, trusting in the God who has been “our help in ages past” and is surely “our hope for
years to come.  She is truly “the one to watch.”

· “Rather than being driven by circumstances into a meager survival, the widow chooses to make an
extravagant gift.  Whatever the abuses of the temple hierarchy, this is her sacrifice, freely given to God. 
We too have something at our disposal – time, money, strength, our whole lives.  What or who are you
willing to sacrifice for?” – Roth.

The widow’s mite was truly a sign of the widow’s might, her faith that gave her the courage to sacrifice
whatever she possessed, trusting that all who place their confidence in God’s steadfast love have the
assurance that our Lord who is the “help of the helpless” will indeed “abide with me.” Amen.


