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1 Kgs 17:10-16 
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Mt 5:3 
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 When I was growing up, my parents often “adopted” older adults, especially widows and 
retired priests. My mom would take my younger brother and me to nursing facilities, bringing 
Communion and toddler joy to people who are often alone. Older adults would often carpool with 
us to church since, in their age, driving was not particularly safe for them anymore. My parents 
would also invite them to dine with us five rambunctious kids, especially on holidays like 
Thanksgiving and Christmas. I am grateful that my parents exposed me to the twilight of life 
through the eyes of the older adult, and the older adult could be surrounded with the vibrancy of 
youth. These experiences have greatly influenced how I think about life and what it means to be 
Catholic. 

 In the readings today, we hear two stories of the widowed: first, in the prophet Elijah’s 
relationship with the widow of Zarephath, and then the parable of the “widow’s mite” in the gospel 
reading. 

 The first reading, which is from the seventeenth chapter of the first book of Kings, 
introduces us to the prophet Elijah—arguably the most important of the prophets until the 
preaching of St. John the Baptist. God tells Elijah to go to the pagan, non-Jewish city of Zarephath. 
God tells Elijah right before the reading we heard today to “Arise, go to Zarephath of Sidon and 
stay there. I have commanded a widow there to feed you” (1 Kgs 17:9). Elijah, like a good prophet, 
does indeed go to Zarephath and encounters there “a widow. . .gathering sticks” (v. 10). 

 For us to understand the situation of widows in the ancient world, we have to remember 
that women depended on their husbands for support, and if their husbands died, their older sons 
took up that responsibility. The widow of Zarephath’s son is too young to support her and so they 
are both in dire straits. Not only are they extremely poor, but there is also a drought going on and 
so the sticks the widow is gathering is meant to start a fire to make her last loaf of bread. When 
Elijah asks her to bring him “a bit of bread” (v. 11), she answers “As the LORD, your God, lives, I have 
nothing baked; there is only a handful of flour in my jar and a little oil in my jug” (v. 12). The lesson 
to be learned in hearing the story of the widow of Zarephath is trust in God. Even though the 
widow has virtually nothing left to feed herself, let alone her son, she trusts in God to provide. 
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Elijah encourages her. He says, “Do not be afraid . . . For the LORD, the God of Israel, says, ‘The jar 
of flour shall not go empty, nor the jug of oil run dry, until the day when the LORD sends rain upon 
the earth’” (vv. 13-14). 

 In the gospel reading from chapter twelve of the gospel according to Mark, we hear the 
lesson of the “widow’s mite,” as it is sometimes called. A mite is another name for a kind of coin 
used in Jesus’ time: Jesus “sat down opposite the treasury and observed how the crowd put money 
into the treasury” (Mk 12:41). The “treasury” is a collection of boxes with little metal trumpet-like 
things coming out of them where people could toss coins to pay for the upkeep of the Temple. 
Perhaps you want to contribute to the upkeep of the building itself. There is a box for that. Or 
perhaps you want to pay for some of the animals ritually sacrificed there. There’s another box for 
that, too. When you tossed money into one of these boxes, it made noise. You can imagine what it 
might sound like when someone put in a large amount. It calls attention to the one making the 
contribution, right? It reminds me of the way slot machines used to be when someone won and all 
the tokens came jangling out. 

 Anyway, Jesus notices that “a poor widow also came and put in two small coins worth a few 
cents” into the treasury. Here is a woman with no way to support herself financially and yet she still 
contributes. Jesus says that “she, from her poverty, has contributed all she had, her whole livelihood” 
(v. 44). Another translation says that she gave her whole life savings (Donahue & Harrington, The 
Gospel of Mark). Jesus is not so much saying that we have to give when we have nothing to give. He is 
showing what the widow here and the widow of Zarephath have in common: they trust in God to 
provide for them. 

 This is the meaning of the beatitude “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven” (Mt 5:3). The one who is poor in spirit knows that everything they have comes from God 
and that they are utterly dependent on him for their well-being. The difference between the widow 
in the gospel reading and the others who put money into the Temple treasury is that she is not 
really noticed, except by Jesus, but many others are putting money in to call attention to 
themselves. In our way of thinking today, it’s like someone who cares more about the tax exemption 
than the donation, or someone who is more interested in the black-tie dinner where they will be 
congratulated for their philanthropy than actually doing good in the world. 

 There is another side of the story of the widow’s mite. I mentioned before that in the 
ancient world, widows had to fend for themselves, dependent on the charity of others to survive. 
Why does she only have a “few cents” to contribute? Maybe it is because no one is willing to help 
her, no one is willing to “adopt” her. 

 As Catholics, we don’t give money to charity because “that’s what we do” but because “that’s 
who we are.” As we trudge the road of destiny in hope of our heavenly inheritance, we recognize 
that we have only a short time on this planet—and we rarely know when it will end—and so we have 
work to do: making friends, being friends, bring friends to Christ. In the process, we also take care of 
those who have no one to help them. 



 3 

 Brothers and sisters, our liturgical year is coming to an end. In two weeks, we will celebrate 
the solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ, King of the Universe—the last Sunday in Ordinary Time—
and it is about the end. I would like to give you a preview of the gospel reading for that Sunday. It is 
from the twenty-fifth chapter of the gospel according to Matthew and it is Jesus telling us what the 
afterlife will be like. Jesus tells “his disciples: ‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory and all the 
angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before 
him. And he will separate them one from another, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 
He will place the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. Then the king will say to those on his 
right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in 
prison and you visited me.” Then the righteous will answer him and say, “Lord, when did we see you 
hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and welcome 
you, or naked and clothe you? When did we see you ill or in prison, and visit you?” And the king 
will say to them in reply, “Amen, I say to you, whatever you did for one of the least brothers of 
mine, you did for me”’” (Mt 25:31-40). 

 I don’t need to tell you what happens to those on Jesus’ left. I’m not big on the “hellfire and 
brimstone” kind of homily and I’m not trying to point the finger at anyone, but I share this rather 
long piece of scripture with you to emphasize that even though our faith is vitally important, and 
our worship of God comes before any other person in our life, we prove our love for Jesus by how we 
treat the smallest in our world: the widowed, the lonely, the orphaned, and everyone who has a 
claim of love on us. And really, everyone has a claim of love on us. 

 As we go back out into the world, fortified with the body and blood of Christ which makes 
us more like him every time we receive him, let us look for that person in our lives who most needs 
our love. Let’s find that person and “adopt” them into our lives in some way. When we allow Jesus to 
transform ourselves to be more like him, not only will we help those on the margins, but we will be 
that much closer to the kingdom of heaven. 

 


