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TWO WHYS 

We were grateful, but it was an uncomfortable gratitude.  We as guests were eating and our hosts were not, 

because there was not enough food for all who were there to have a full meal.  The church leaders who set up our 

itineration in El Salvador, who included this daytrip to a small impoverished village of campesinos, told us we 

needed to eat the meal graciously offered, that we definitely should not try to give it back or to share it with those 

who were hosting us, as that would have been perceived as a slight to their expression of hospitality.  We were a 

few hours away from the capital city, the last part of our trip having been on dirt roads.  As we came into the 

village, we saw no other motorized vehicles anywhere around.  We did see a woman carrying a tub full of dishes 

on her head.  We would later find out that she had gone to quite a number of neighbors borrowing those dishes so 

that there would be enough plates, cups, and forks for these church guests visiting from the United States.  The 

meal was good and there was plenty for us as guests to eat.  But it was an expression of generosity that made me 

feel quite uncomfortable.   

I have a similar level of discomfort with our two bible stories today about poor widows giving what seemed like 

all that they had, one to the prophet, Elijah, and one to the temple treasury.  Last week’s sermon title was “Why 

Two?” It explored why Jesus, when asked for the top commandment, gave an answer that included two 

commandments, having to do with love for God and love for neighbor.  Today’s title, “Two Whys” inverts the 

word order from last week as we explore why these two very vulnerable poor people gave as they did, whether 

that was appropriate, and why their stories have something to do with our own.   

First, here’s a little background on the Elijah and the widow of Zarephath story.  Ahab and Jezebel were the king 

and queen of Israel.  Jezebel was from Sidon, beyond Israel, and she brought her Phoenician belief that Ba’al, as 

the god who supposedly had power over fertility and rain, would provide for the people over whom she now 

reigned.  The royal couple’s dedication to a false god upset the Hebrew prophet Elijah, who declared directly to 

the king that there would be a drought in the region without any rain until the true God of Israel would choose to 

send it, and Ba’al would be shown to be powerless to do anything about it.  As a result of his pronouncement and 

the drought, King Ahab wanted to get rid of Elijah, who as a result had to hide out.  Food, of course, was in short 

supply.  After being kept fed by some ravens, Elijah hears that God had commanded a widow to feed him for a 

while.  It just so happens that the woman lived in the village of Zarephath, which was up near the Phoenician 

center of Ba’al worship.  When Elijah arrives, the woman is preparing to use her final bit of food stock to make 

her and her son a last meal before they would die.  Prospects don’t look promising that this trio is going to have 

its needs met.  But Elijah counts on God’s promise to him and even instructs the woman to feed him first, telling 

her that God would keep her and her son fed until the drought was over.  That’s where my discomfort with this 

story lies.  Why would this man of God ask for such a thing from a woman in such a vulnerable situation?  And 

yet, whether the woman was responding to God’s command that she feed this Hebrew prophet or whether she 

believed in Elijah’s promise to her or whether she felt like she had no better prospects, she did as Elijah had told 

her.  At least here the guest and the hosts got to eat.  Then day after day, she found that neither her jar of meal nor 

her jug of oil ran out, and the three of them were provided what Jesus would later pray for, their daily bread.      

A second question of why arises in our second story about a poor widow.  This woman came to make a donation 

to the temple treasury.  It was the week of Passover, so many were coming with their offerings.  Some were seen 

to be putting in large amounts.  But Jesus, as he was watching, took notice of the poor widow, who donated using 

the two smallest coins there were.  Jesus described her as giving all she had, all she had to live on, saying she 



comparably gave more than those who had put in large amounts because they had given out of their abundance, 

while she had given all that she had.  We do not learn of her motive for her generous gift.  Neither do we learn 

about what happens after she gave all that she had.  Earlier in our reading, we heard of Jesus’ warning against the 

scribes who he said liked to parade their religious piety even while quietly undermining the well-being of the 

most vulnerable widows, maneuvering the legalities of the transfer of property so some widows ended up bereft.  

Jesus certainly was frustrated that this woman was left with so little when the Hebrew scriptures so clearly 

commanded that widows and other vulnerable people be cared for.  Part of our take away from this story has to be 

that each religious institution needs to keep its focus as an entity that serves others, particularly those who are 

among the most vulnerable.  The comparison between those who gave what they would never miss and this one 

who gave her all clearly caught Jesus’ attention.  In a few days, he would follow the woman’s example, giving 

totally of himself.     

Among the questions these stories seem to ask is this one: why give and make ourselves seemingly more 

vulnerable?  I dare say that none of us are in as dire a predicament as were the two women we heard about.  And 

yet, the widow of Zarephath found in sharing what little she had with someone who was also in need, that God 

cared for them both and made a way of hope out of what seemed to be no way.  It’s as if this is an illustration of 

the commandment to love one’s neighbor as oneself, with the realization that in doing so the woman grew in her 

discovery of and love for the God who provided for her physical and emotional needs.  The widow who made her 

gift at the temple seems to be expressing her love and devotion unto God even though her circumstances had been 

quite difficult.  Giving allows us an opportunity to express love for God and for neighbor, and to grow in them 

both. 

Moving from the stories of Zarephath and Jerusalem back to the small village in El Salvador - before we ate that 

day, one of our hosts prayed over the meal he and others were providing, the meal he wouldn’t be able to eat 

along with us.  I was not fluent in Spanish so I later asked the mission co-worker about the content of the man’s 

prayer.  I was told it was one of deep gratitude unto God for allowing them the opportunity to share of what God 

had provided for them.  He seemed comfortable in his gratitude.  The people of that village probably would be 

surprised that I remember them well some 28 years later.  They gave us more than a good meal that day.  They 

gave us an additional reason not to take some of what we consider basics for granted.  They gave us a shining 

example of true generosity.  They gave us a reflection of God’s love lived out.  I hope to grow in my fluency in 

expressions of generosity based on a gratitude that grows more comfortable and more compelling.  To the God 

who loved enough to become totally vulnerable, giving completely of God’s self, we say thanks.  Amen.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


