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In my hands I hold two books, full of costly items…

They reflect values which people base their entire lives on.
Both books encourage response – dare I say even devotion or worship.

From the start, though, let me say…they offer competing perspectives on how life is best lived.
Let’s start with the bigger of the two [a bound edition of the Fall ‘06 Short Hills Mall catalog].

Anybody recognize this? 

It is a picture book of sorts full of pretty pictures of pretty people and pretty things.

It was sent during August, to a friend’s house in Chatham, free of charge.

Knowing of my great “love” for the Mall that advertises itself as a place you can ‘believe in’, 

My friend gave it to me; hoping it would make an appearance in a sermon or something.

This catalog is slick and fancy – lot’s of time and money to put something like this together.

As you look through the pages – as some of you might already have done –

You’ll discover a message which says, “Appearances are everything…

The way you look, the way you feel, what you wear and what you drive…”
According to this book, all these things say something about who we are.

Gorgeous models invite us to pamper ourselves with luxury – after all we deserve it. 

The value system which is held up by this book is one that invites us to focus on ourselves…
Further, our value, our worth is based mostly on what people see from the outside.

In order to validate our worth in the eyes of others, we are invited to buy, to consume. 
Now there wasn’t a Short Hills Mall catalog the scribes could use to pick out their latest robes.
But in our gospel, Jesus comments on the fancy attire of those religious gurus.
The scribes, waltzing in their snappy garments, saying loud prayers, and putting widows out

Serve as the antithesis of Jesus’ summary of God’s law.

Just prior to our gospel, Jesus is asked by the scribes, “what is the greatest commandment”

This common question was asked of all the rabbis – to see what they found most important.

Jesus answers simply – Love God with all your heart, mind, and strength…

Love your neighbor as yourself.

These are the commands of compassion and serve at the heart of God’s expectations for us all.

According to Jesus, these commands serve as a summary of Scripture… God’s Word.

Which brings us to the other book, I’d like for us to consider this morning.

This book (hold up worn Bible) is not as flashy or as fancy as the Short Hills catalog.
For one thing, there are no pretty pictures for us to gaze upon.

Throughout there doesn’t seem to be any great emphasis placed on outward appearances…
Few are references to luxury – most of the time the people live in tents or watch sheep in fields

Instead of trying to lighten our bank account, this book tells story of God and God’s people.

God plays an active role in the story –  creating, choosing, promising, freeing, and caring.

From the very beginning, the value system focuses not on the self… but on caring for others.

A person’s worth comes solely as a result of being created by God.  
Worth and value come as God gifts according to this book…
Worth as a child of God is claimed not through a checkbook by buying things…

But rather through responding to God’s commandments in and with all of life.

Again, it is the value system of this book which Jesus summarizes…

Love God with all you have and Love others like yourself.
Jesus says to his disciples, now look at those scribes…

Here’s a really good example, kids, of what not to do.

Long robes – these are the trappings of those who want others to notice how important they are.

Long prayers – these public displays of piety are directed not to God – but to the crowd.
Private seizures of widow’s homes – probably legal but immoral acts that lacked compassion.

Jesus, God incarnate, expects more from his people… 

Jesus expects faithful response to move beyond outward appearances…

Jesus expects compassion to be consistent among God’s people. 

Disciples, if you want an example of what faithfulness looks like, 

Then look at the widow in the Temple Treasury.

Much like this book, you’ll not find anything fancy or remarkable about her appearance.

My guess is that she didn’t dress up for church – she simply slipped in and gave all she had.

Her offering was a substantial gift – 100% response.

It’s not about the money…

It’s about the motivations behind our gifts.

The gifts of the rich who came into that Temple are best seen as tokens.

Token gifts are motivated by the value system of this book (catalog) rather than this book (bible). 

The rich, who gave from their abundance…

Were kind of like kids who like candy on Halloween…

Ever notice how easy it is to get a piece of candy from a child on Halloween;

When their buckets are full it is easy to get them to give up their snickers bars.
It is a lot harder a couple of weeks out, when the bucket is getting empty.

Try getting some chocolate now… 

God’s command of compassion invites us beyond token gifts and responses.

God’s command of compassion involves putting the needs of others before our desires.

God’s compassion involves responding with all our heart, mind, strength… 100% of the time.
…regardless of whether our buckets are full or empty of candy at the moment.
Widow’s gift of all that she had, anticipates what Jesus does for us on the cross.

He sacrifices everything – gives 100% - to the very people who wish him harm.

Jesus’ sacrifice is the ultimate example of compassion to a world consumed with itself…

Jesus’ gift upon the cross becomes the defining act of God’s compassion.
It is God’s compassion which claims our lives and determines our true worth...

It is God’s Compassion which issues a simple invitation…

… to widows, scribes, rich, poor, you and me…
Come, follow me… treat others with compassion… 100% of the time…

With compassion reach out to both strangers and friends alike…
and you will have an abundant and meaning life.

How do we properly respond to God’s wonderful, life giving, invitation?

A little reading will help…

But Widows and Scribes alike… let me give you a hint…
You won’t find the answer in this book (hold up the catalog).

Amen.
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