
 

First Reading: 1 Kings 17: 10–16 

The two books of Kings were originally just one book.  They tell of the 
division of Israel into two Kingdoms of north and south: Israel and Judah. 

The background to today’s episode is that the prophet Elijah called a 
drought to punish King Ahab, husband of Queen Jezebel. They were 
worshippers of the Canaanite God Baal, who was a God of agricultural 
fertility thought to command the rains. By stopping the rains, Elijah 
clearly demonstrates the superiority of the Lord God. 

As the drought takes hold of the land, the Lord God sends Elijah to a town 
in Sidon called Zarephath, on the Mediterranean coast. Jezebel originally 
comes from this area, which is pagan territory. 

Throughout the story, the word of the Lord controls the events.  

Both Elijah and the widow (widows 
were always amongst the poorest 
in society) are in great need, as 
illustrated by the use of words 
belonging to the vocabulary of 
scarcity: ‘a little’, ‘a handful’, ‘a 
couple of sticks’.  

The law of hospitality at the time 
nevertheless held that a stranger 
should be entitled to food and 
drink. So the widow accepts 

Elijah’s request and is rewarded by the Lord as promised. 

The little scone she makes for Elijah reminds us of the cakes the people 
made with the manna in the desert which tasted ‘like cake made with 
oil’ (Numbers 11: 8). 

The parallel with this week’s gospel story of the widow’s mite is clear: 
both women were willing to give all they had in response to God’s 
promise. 

Gospel   Mark 12: 38–44  
Over the past few weeks, Mark’s Gospel has invited us to reflect on pairs of 
opposites. There was the self-righteous but sad rich young man versus the 
innocence of little children; then the self-obsessed disciples James and John 
versus the trusting and faithful Bartimaeus; and today the arrogant and self-
important scribes versus the humble widow. 
The Scribes: shawls and salutations 
Jesus criticises the ostentatious use of the Tallith or prayer shawl outside prayer 
times, and the insistence of deep ceremonial bows in recognition of their social 
status. 
Front seats in the synagogue 
These seats faced the congregation, set on a bench before the Ark of Covenant. 
They were considered the best seats, allowing their occupants to be clearly seen 
by the people. 
Those who swallow the property of widows 
Widows could not inherit their husband’s property. They would be expected to 
return to their family, or if that was not possible, to stay with their in-laws 
where they might be asked to do menial tasks. 
Scribes, being literate and educated, would often act as executors for widows, 
charging exorbitant fees, sometimes even taking their house. 
However, Jesus is not systematically criticising scribes. He is simply objecting to 
anyone who would behave in the way he described. 
He watched people putting money into the treasury 
In Herod’s Temple, the treasury (the place where valuables were kept) was 
situated in the part called the women’s court, controlled by the Scribes. There 
were thirteen labelled trumpet-shaped chests into which people could put their 
offerings. 
Jesus called his disciples 
There appear to be two schools of thought among scholars as regards the 
lessons Jesus draws from this story.  
The first is that this widow is a model of generosity, and that no gift is too small 
when it is given to God. The motivation behind the gift is more important than 
the amount given. 
The second understands the story as a way of pointing out the excesses of the 
Jewish authorities of that time. They see the widow as a stereotypical symbol of 
the exploited and the oppressed.  
Jesus, who has shown earlier that he believes human needs are more important 
than certain religious practices (Mark 3: 1–5 and 7: 1–13), is lamenting rather 
than praising her action. 
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