
If today's reading could be summed up in two words, then those words 

would be POVERTY and SACRIFICE. In the examples from the first 

reading and the Gospel we encounter both great poverty and great 

generosity, the kind of generosity that costs. Let us look at both of these 

concepts - poverty and sacrifice - in their own contexts.

We read in last Sunday's gospel from St Matthew's 'Sermon on the 

Mount', that 'blessed are the poor in spirit, for their's is the kingdom of 

Heaven'. This all sounds very ethereal: what does it mean to be poor in 

spirit? 'Poor in spirit’ is an odd phrase to our postmodern ears, outside 

religious circles anyway. The most common understanding of this 

phrase amongst Christians, is that it means people who recognise their 

own spiritual poverty, their need for God: the recognition that all life 

originates in God, and needs God to sustain it - materially and spiritually. 

It is an antidote to those who believe that God can be shut out of our 

lives, and that we can live as if he doesn't exist. 

For St Matthew's version of the Beatitudes, poverty is more a matter of 

the soul than the body. How do we recognise this kind of poverty? Often 

by a lack of generosity to others: 'I've had to work and save hard in my 

life, let others do the same'; 'I haven't committed any real sins, so why 

should I bother going to confession?'; 'I'm no worse than the next man, 

and probably better than most'... and so on. Poverty of spirit is a kind of 

spiritual dullness, like shiny metal that has long since lost its sparkle, or 

a mirror that has long-since begun to fade, and therefore not fit for 

purpose.



If you look at the Beatitudes in Luke’s Gospel, his 'Sermon on the Plain', 

then Jesus simply says 'Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 

kingdom of God' (6:20). There is no mention of being poor in spirit, just 

poor - flat broke! Not only that, but the poor are contrasted with those 

who are rich: 'But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your 

consolation' (6:24). In the same way, Jesus contrasted the hungry with 

those who are full; those who weep with those who laugh (verses 

21&25).

This second kind of poverty is the kind that we meet in today's readings: 

two poor people - poor women - at least in the world's eyes. In the times 

of Jesus and Elijah there was no welfare state, no food banks, no 

benefits culture. If you didn't or couldn't work then you didn't eat. It was 

worse for widows who could not marry again, as they had to rely on the 

generosity of others, and clearly that generosity was lacking. 

The woman in our fist reading was not far from starving to death, along 

with her son She had but a morsel of food left to make a simple cake of 

flour and oil, then she was resolved to die the long, slow, and painful 

death of physical starvation. She gave to the prophet Elijah all she had 

to sustain her life for a few hours longer, but she received much more in 

return, beyond her wildest imaginings. When we are generous towards 

others, we receive much more in return.

The second woman in our Gospel gave out of her poverty - extreme 

poverty - in contrast to the wealthy religious people of her day. In terms 

of percentages she gave the most : her sacrifice was total, she gave all 

she had, whereas the others gave out of the remainder of their domestic 



spending. Jesus does not condemn us for being rich, but for our 

attachment to wealth; Jesus does not condemn us for giving less than 

we could or should, but holds as an example those who are prepared to 

give the most.

When we contrast these two kinds of poverty, we realise that the 

kingdom of God / heaven Jesus calls us to isn’t just about having our 

sins forgiven and getting to heaven, but it certainly is that. We cannot do 

it by ourselves, but must constantly work towards our salvation, and 

asking God also to complete what is lacking in us. That is precisely why 

we need to examine our lives and consciousness; our motives for giving, 

as well as our actual giving. Are we giving to God in a sacrificial way, out 

of a desire to serve him and help others? or are we merely 'tipping' God, 

and serving ourselves? We are all, in some sense, poor in spirit. Our 

sacrifices in this world reflect the love and compassion of God for us 

which we read of in our second reading, and this love being expressed 

in our lives, in the church community, and in society as a whole. 


