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The Rain Barrel 
	 We lived for a few weeks, when we were homeless in Africa, in a small guest 
house. The guest house, on the campus of a mission station in a place that is now 
called Zimbabwe, had no running water.

	 What it did have, however, was an old oil drum that had been cleaned up so it 
could be used as a rain barrel. The barrel stood outside the door of the small guest 
house. It had been placed beneath one of the valleys of that metal roof. This was done 
so that when the rains came the water would run off the roof and fill the metal barrel.

	 You wanted to make sure that the lid was off the barrel when the rains were 
coming. Because if the lid was on the barrel when the rains came, the water would be 
lost. It would pour off the roof, bounce off the lid on top of the barrel, and fall to the 
ground below.


Nervous When It Comes to Money Talk 
	 I thought of that rain barrel this week as I thought about those moments when 
God shows up with truth for us. 

	 Take this conversation we have been having about “Pathways to Generosity”, 
for example. We can lean back and shrug this off, telling ourselves, “The church must 
need money.” Any talk of money in church, tying how we handle what God has been 
given to us to the very nature of discipleship, makes us uncomfortable. We can keep 
the lid on the barrel of our mind and our heart, shrugging off sermons on generosity as 
if they were homiletical root canals, determined to keep doing what we have been 
doing. 

	 I was told, once, that the Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, said when a person 
is baptized the last thing the water reaches is their wallet.


Big Drunk to Big Giver 
	 Sam Houston was the sixth governor of the State of Texas. He had a tough 
reputation. People referred to him as “Big Drunk.”

	 God married a woman who began to pray for him. She prayed for her husband 
to go beyond being a member of the church, go beyond believing in God, and become 
a follower of Jesus. Finally, near the end of his life, Sam decided to go all the way with 
God. Sam decided to open his life up to God and be “all in.” 
	 He was baptized on November 19, 1854 at a place called Brushy Creek. People 
heard “Big Drunk” was going to get baptized, and about 250 people from all over the 
area came to witness the event.

	 The preacher laid Sam down in the water, and then brought him back up to the 
surface. “Sam,” the preacher said, “your sins are all washed away.” Sam answered, 
“God help all the fishes.”
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	 Just before he was baptized, the preacher had said, “Sam, I suggest you take 
off that watch and chain. You’ll get it wet.” 

	 “Thank you, I will,” said Sam as he handed his watch to a friend.

	 The pastor also said, “Sam, you may want to hand him your wallet, too.” 

	 “No,” Sam replied, “I think not, pastor. I’m afraid  it needs baptizing, too.”

	 Sam began to give like he had never given before. Life became all about giving. 
Sam started supporting students who needed help and were going into the ministry. 
When God got a hold of Sam, you see, it meant God turned him from “Big Drunk” into 
a big giver. When God touched his heart, God touched his money, also.


Keep the Lid on or Take the Lid Off? 
	 So we can lean back, shrug off this conversation, and keep the lid tightly on our 
heart and mind and life. We can let the water of God’s truth run off onto the ground 
rather than catching it and letting it bring us new life.

	 Of course, it could be that this talk about giving being a key to living the 
abundant life Jesus came to give us just might be true. Maybe the preacher is talking 
about this not because he just wants to get something out of us but because he wants 
us to be alive in Christ…joyful…living a life better than we ever imagined or dreamed of 
living. It just might be true that giving and living are connected. It just might be true that 
we were made in the image of God and we’re never really ourselves until we learn the 
joy of giving.

	 I was thinking about that water barrel this week. I was thinking about how one of 
the decisions we all have to make is whether or not we’re going to keep the lid down 
tight on our mind, heart and soul when it comes to what we have been given and what 
we will do with it.


Jealousy in the Temple 
	 Well, enough about rain barrels outside a small house without running water in 
Africa. Let’s talk about what is going on in Jerusalem in the 11th and 12th chapters of 
the Gospel of Mark.

	 It’s not a pretty picture.

	 Because the people who act as if they know God best, the people who know the 
scriptures backwards and forwards, are too often mean, small, petty, and hateful.	
I’ll not go into great detail because that would just be discouraging. 

	 Again and again the religious experts come to Jesus and try to trap him…make 
him look bad. The big city boys want to embarrass the teacher from the hill country. 
They want to put this son of a carpenter from Nazareth in his place. 

	 It’s sad. Shameful. They posture and preen and plot. God is up to something so 
good, and they seem to be doing all they can to stop it.


Jesus Sits Down 
	 And here is the thing: it must break the heart of Jesus. It must be so 
discouraging.  The people who speak the name of the LORD, the people of the book, 
the people who pray like angels, seem to be more interested in putting on a religious 
show than letting God do a new thing through them!

	 So Jesus, in Mark 12:41, sits down. 
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	 Have you ever been so bone tired, so sad, so discouraged, that you could barely 
stand up a minute longer?

	 I remember one day, when I was serving as a seminary intern in a downtown 
church in North Carolina, the Trustees said “No” to letting Head Start use some 
classrooms in our three story educational wing. They didn’t think it was a good idea to 
have “those kids” from the neighborhood in our building. Something might get broken. 
The classrooms, which were seldom used because we had almost no children in that 
church of more than seven hundred members, would get dirty if they were used by 
those children (many of whom were black). When I heard the church had said “No” to 
the children, I sagged. I wanted to sit down. Those who live life with the name of God 
on their lips should do bold things, loving things, righteous things, kind things, 
compassionate things. And when they don’t, you find that you want to sit down.

	 Jesus sits down. 


Jesus Sees a Beautiful Thing 
	 He sits down in an area of the Second Temple known as the Treasury.  It was 
also known as the Court of the Women. As a non-Levite, Jesus would not have been 
allowed into the Sanctuary but he could go to the Court of the Women to teach and 
meet people.

	 In the Court of the Women or the Treasury there were thirteen wooden boxes. 
People’s offerings would go in those wooden boxes. On top of the wooden boxes there 
were trumpet-shaped bronze funnels that would guide the coins down into the box. So 
the different size coins would make different sounds as they rattled down the bronze 
funnel into the wooden box. 

	 On the one hand, the sound the coins made might be experienced as a song of 
praise and worship as people express their love for God and their thanks-giving for all 
they have been given. So the sound is a beautiful thing! On the other hand, people are 
able to hear if someone gives a lot or a little. The arrangement in the Temple Treasurey 
means there were the “haves” and the “have nots” even as people came to give their 
offerings to God. Whatever someone gave was, in a way, a very public thing. 

	 As Jesus sits in the Treasury or this courtyard with columns all around it, the 
Galilean sees a woman. She is a widow. 

	 The woman has almost nothing. Life is, for her, apparently a hand-to-mouth 
challenge. Some of us may know people like that, or some of us may be living that kind 
of life right now, or we may remember a time in our lives when we had enough money 
to buy food for today but not tomorrow. The woman has almost nothing. She may not 
know where she will get the money to make this week’s rent payment. She may not 
know how she will buy bread tomorrow.

	 Everything she has is just a few pennies. I don’t know about you, but when 
things are tight I hold tightly to what I have.

	 The widow puts her two pennies in the bronze trumpet-like bell, and those two 
small pennies rattle down into the box. She holds nothing back. She gives what she 
has. 

	 Jesus notices. Jesus sees. There is a beauty and a power to this kind of 
devotion, and I believe it moves Jesus…inspires Jesus. He has seen the posturing and 
the hypocrisy of the priests, scribes, and religious lawyers. And, then, there is this 
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woman with a heart so full of love for God, so full of thanksgiving for every gift she has 
received, so full of trust in the God who has always provided for her, and so full of the 
desire to share and give with others, that she gives all she has away.


Stories that Restore 
	 Sometimes, when I get worn down by the mess that is the church, when I am 
disspirited by the arguments about how we read the Bible or worship or understand the 
role of women in the church or what faithful sexuality looks like, I hear a person’s story 
about their love for God…and how grace has saved them…turned them around…and 
my heart is full and my faith is renewed. 

	 There are so many things wrong with the Temple, so many things wrong with the 
church, and then someone tells me how God has been at work in their life…how God is 
working…and their hearts are open and tender and glad. The church is, for them, not 
an institution with budgets to be handled or programs to be developed or theological 
controversies, but it is a holy place…where grace and truth and love have found them 
in Jesus. And it has made them, in one way or another, a new kind of creation.

	 I remember, at the conclusion of many worship services, an amazing soprano by 
the name of Amanda would sing a simple song to us after the benediction had been 
spoken: “You are not alone…you are not alone.”  All of us, in that sanctuary, seemed to 
hold our breath. People leaned forward. Some would have tears in their eyes. It was as 
if the Holy Spirit was whispering to all of us, young and old, married and single, black 
and white, gay and straight, believer and interested agnostic, “You are not alone…you 
are not alone.”  
	 There was a man who, on Sunday mornings, I would see standing at the front 
doors of the downtown church I served. I would arrive fairly early in the morning, and I 
would notice the man standing on the sidewalk, at the foot of the steps, long before 
the church doors were unlocked. 

	 Finally, one day, I asked if I could help him. He smiled and -in broken English- he 
asked if I was the pastor. I said that I was and he said that he was a Christian. He had 
been a Christian all his life in India before he came to America. He worked as a 
dishwasher in an Indian restaurant nearby. Although his work schedule didn’t allow him 
to come to worship, he would stand on the sidewalk every Sunday morning, face the 
church doors, where he could see the communion table and cross at the other end of 
the main aisle, and he would pray. Sunday after Sunday, month after month, he would 
find his way to the bottom of the steps and he would face the cross…the communion 
table…and he would pray. Stand there in silence for twenty or thirty minutes. His 
devotion to God inspired me…overwhelmed me.

	 Several weeks ago, someone from our Wednesday food ministry handed me a 
stack of prayer request cards that people had turned in as they came here for food. 
We’ve given over 11,000 meals away this year, I think the count is. But these prayer 
cards told a story of life and love and crisis and need. There is a devotion, a gladness, 
on the part of so many who come here for food…for a meal. Kathy asks them how they 
are doing, greets them, and asks how we can pray for them. It’s not just food they are 
getting, but through the food and the kindness of our team I believe the Holy Spirit is 
singing to them, “You are not alone…you are not alone.” 
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	 The last Sunday, the day of my retirement (or what I thought was my retirement), 
a man named Michael came dancing down the side aisle of that church’s big 
sanctuary. Paralyzed on one side, damaged physically by a stroke at a young age and 
years of drug and alcohol abuse, God had found him in that place…among those 
people. Something in the prayers and the people and the songs and the relationships 
had reached him, and he was a different person than the intoxicated beggar I had met 
on the street several years before. Michael had asked me for money, that day, and I 
told him I wouldn’t give him money. I almost never give anyone cash. 

	 I told him, though, that I was going down the street to Cafe Pizzaria, and I would 
buy him lunch. So Michael and I walked down there, and ordered lunch. Then, we sat 
in a booth, ate our food, and told jokes to one another. “We should go on the road 
together,” I said, and he hooted and slapped the table.

	 So that last Sunday the choir is singing and the whole thing is wrapping up 
when Michael comes dancing down the side aisle, walks around the Communion rail, 
reaches up towards the pulpit and grabs the hand I offer him. And he said some things 
to me that no one else could hear, and he wore this wild smile. That place, those 
people, were holy to him…it was all a place where God had found him.

	 Sometimes, at our contemporary service, Michael would get so carried away by 
the music that he would come forward and start dancing, spinning in circles, dragging 
his bad leg behind him and waving his good arm high in the air. Even when I was 
frustrated with the church and worn down by some of the nonsense, I would see him 
dancing and my heart would fill up with gladness. I would think of King David coming 
into Jerusalem escorting the Ark of the Covenant, kicking his legs so high in the air that 
he shocked and embarrassed his wife, who was watching it all from a palace window.


The Card 
	 In a moment, as the “Gift of Love” is sung, you are going to be invited to come 
forward to place your Invitation to Generosity card forward and give it to God as an 
expression of your faith, your thanksgiving, your trust, your love, your decision to 
continue to be a part of this band of Jesus followers, and the card you bring points to 
the path to the generous life you have chosen.

	 (Those of you joining us on the internet today are invited to bring your Invitation 
to Generosity card to the church today, between 12 Noon and 1 p.m. I’ll be there, under 
the carport, ready to receive your card, pray briefly with you, and give you a small 
surprise.) 
	 It all matters.

	 Every gift.

	 Large and small.

	 In some way, I believe, our card is a love letter. It is a thank you note. It is a 
decision to trust. It is our dance…bad leg and all, imperfect disciples as we are…to 
honor the God we love and trust and want to serve.	 


Jesus Calls the Disciples over So They Can See 
	 Jesus sits down and he sees the woman giving her two pennies to God.

	 She loves God. You can tell that by the way she gives!

	 She is grateful. You can tell that by the way she gives!
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	 She wants to share what she does have with others. You can tell that by the way 
she gives!

	 She trusts God to provide…she does not need to hold tightly to what she has in 
fear of what the future may bring. There is trust in her heart. She believes in the 
faithfulness of God. You can tell that by the way she gives!

	 Jesus calls the disciples over, and points out what he is saying. “Truly I tell you,” 
he says, “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.” 
	 Do you ever wonder what Jesus sees when he watches us give what we give to 
God? Sitting there in the Temple, he notices us. I’m sure he does. What do you think he 
sees?
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