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Chinese Whispers 
 
You’ve probably all played the game of Chinese whispers. Perhaps the most famous example is the 
apocryphal war-time story of the message sent from the front-line, “Send re-inforcements we are 
going to advance”, which ended being received back at base as, “Send three and four-pence we are 
going to a dance.”! 
 
Sometimes when I hear people talking about some parts of the Bible, or for that matter Christianity 
in general I can’t help feel that some sort of Chinese whispers is going on.  For example, the 
prosperity Gospel promulgated by some preachers and churches : The idea that Christianity has as a 
central focus the idea that God wants us to be rich - that if get life with God right then prosperity 
will inevitably follow as night follows day.  
 
Today’s Gospel passage is one such passage:  Almost universally we have come to see this as a 
passage about the contrast between the religious hypocrisy of the scribes and the genuine piety of 
the poor woman whose incredible generosity is held up as an exemplar of faithfulness – to be 
emulated in our use of our financial resources and giving sacrificially to God. 
 
An example of what I call the domestication of the Gospel – taking away its sharp and radical edge. 
We do a disservice to Jesus and the Gospel if we do not recognise the deeply subversive nature of 
his teaching and actions – therefore the profoundly political nature of what it is to be a Christian – I 
don’t mean party political, but political in the sense of addressing the systems and structures of 
society as a whole. 
 
Need to first set this passage in context – not just that of its historical/cultural context but also its 
context within Mark’s Gospel.  Just a day or two before Jesus had overturned the money changers 
tables. (Mark 11.15) and quotes Isaiah 56.7 “My house will be called a house of prayer for all the 
nations” and adds,  “but you have made it a den of robbers”. 
 
He then criticizes the scribes/teachers of the law who have strayed a long way from the central 
teachings of the law which has at its heart a concern for justice and care of the poor and 
marginalised. (The following commentary on the Gospel passage uses selected quotes from Ched 
Myers commentary on Mark’s Gospel Binding the Strong Man Orbis Books 1994) 
 

(The scribes) “love:  
to walk about in long robes  
and greetings in the marketplace  
and the first bench in the synagogues  
and the first couch at dinners [12:38b-39].  

 
"Mark unsparingly caricatures the scribe as one who at every stage of social life wishes to be 
endowed with special privilege and status-the most important commodities in the attainment of 
social power in Mediterranean honour culture.” …. 
 
"These are hard words, but they get harder. Scribal affluence is a product of their "devouring the 
estates of widows under the pretext of saying long prayers" (12:40). There are two possibilities for 
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interpreting this bitter euphemism. Derrett (1972) argues that Mark must be alluding to the 
practice of scribal trusteeship of the estates of widows (who as women could not be entrusted to 
manage their deceased husbands' affairs!). Through their public reputation for piety and 
trustworthiness (hence the "pretext of long prayers"), scribes would earn the legal right to 
administrate estates. As compensation they would usually get a percentage of the assets; the 
practice was notorious for embezzlement and abuse. In this case the issue here would be similar to 
the korban practice to which Jesus objected in Mark 7:9-13. The vocation of Torah Judaism is to 
"protect orphans and widows," yet in the name of piety these socially vulnerable classes are being 
exploited while the scribal class is further endowed.  
 
"Fledderman (1982) on the other hand believes that the explanation lies in Mark's narrative 
opposition between "prayer" and "robbery." The site of scribal prayer is the temple, and the costs 
of this temple devour the resources of the poor. Jesus, who fiercely opposed such exploitation in 
the temple action and demanded a new site for prayer, points to the tragic story of the "widow's 
mite" by way of illustration. In either case, however, the essential point is the same: scribal piety 
has been debunked as a thin veil for economic opportunism and exploitation. Mark charges them 
with full responsibility for these abuses, and in perhaps the harshest words in the gospel, 
announces that they will receive far heavier judgment (cf. 9:42).”  p320,1  
 

This incident is followed by Jesus leaving the Temple – never to return and is immediately followed 
by a passage in which Jesus predicts the destruction of the Temple.  Given that context we can turn 
to the incident itself with the sense that Jesus is here saying something about the Temple and all that 
is associated with it.  To quote from Myers commentary again: 
 
“The episode begins with Jesus taking a position seated "facing" (kateanti) the temple treasury 
(12:41). This stage direction is proleptic of judgment, for Jesus will shortly "face" the temple mount 
in order to predict its demise (13:3). The setting would have been either that of:  
Thirteen trumpet-shaped chests placed round the walls of the Court of Women in which the people 
threw their offerings ... [or] the treasury itself, [where] donors had to declare the amount of their 
gift and the purpose for which it was intended to the priest in charge, everything being visible and 
audible to the onlooker through the open door [Taylor, 1963:496].  
This scene Jesus carefully "scrutinizes"   and observes  
many rich persons put in from their abundance; one poor widow put in two little coins...  
At this point Mark chooses to reintroduce the disciples (absent since 11 :27). The phrase, "he called 
them to him" (cf. 3:13), and the Amen signal that we are about to receive an important teaching 
(12:43). For a second time Jesus poses the stark contrast:  
they all gave from their affluence ...  
she in her destitution gave everything she had-her whole life.  
 
"The temple has robbed this woman of her very means of livelihood (12:44). Like the scribal class, 
it no longer protects widows, but exploits them. As if in disgust, Jesus "exits" the temple-for the 
final time (13: la)... 
 
"As we have come to expect, the disciples have once more missed the point of Jesus' object lesson 
(but then again, so have most modern exegetes). One of them begins to marvel at the magnificence 
of the very temple Jesus has just criticized: "Look! Such stones, such buildings!" (13:1b). Indeed, 
the temple was an impressive structure, so much bigger than life in the socio-symbolism of Judaism. 
The disciples' amazement at the temple edifices undoubtedly captures the overwhelming impression 
it would have made on any rural pilgrim visitor to Jerusalem... Thus, rejecting its legitimacy was no 
small matter. How could one believe in a world apart from this household of God?  
Jesus returns the rhetorical question to his disciples with an entirely opposite assessment: "Do you 
see these great buildings? There will not be one stone left upon another here that will not be 
toppled" (Mk 13:2)… Jesus then takes a seat 'facing' the temple (13:3) in preparation for delivering 
his second great sermon. With this final dramatic action, Jesus utterly repudiates the temple state, 
which is to say the entire socio-symbolic order of Judaism. His objections have been consistently 
based upon one criterion: the system's exploitation of the poor.” p 321-3  
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Seen in this light it is not surprising that Myers asserts: 
 
“The story does not provide a pious contrast to the conduct of the scribes in the preceding section 
(as is the customary view); rather it provides a further illustration of the ills of official devotion. 
Jesus' saying is not a penetrating insight on the measuring of gifts; it is a lament. ... Jesus condemns 
the value system that motivates her action.” 
 
He is calling for the abolition of the whole system that has come to undergird the Temple cult. Little 
wonder that they wanted to kill him. 
 
See what I mean by Chinese whispers – there is a radical and deeply subversive edge to Jesus in his 
uncompromising identification with those on the edge and his breaking across the social and 
cultural norms of his day which served to divide and isolate and oppress. Consistently his is a 
message of liberation and transformation of compassionate outreaching and comprehensive 
inclusion. That has implications for us as those who would call themselves Christian. Ours is a call 
to articulate and live out the biblical call to social justice, inspiring hope and seeking to transform 
individuals, communities, the church, and the world. Unless we are acting in ways that is seeking to 
address injustice and oppression, unless in some way we are working to make our society and world 
more just, more compassionate,  less violent then we are probably domesticating Jesus and living 
out a pale imitation of the radical life Jesus calls us to embrace. For each of us the way we do that 
will be different – for some it will be by getting involved in the political system seeking to influence 
policy from the inside; for others it will be taking up a particular issue – environment/ support and 
advocacy of a particular group/ for all of us it means being careful about the way we relate with 
others and resist the stereotyping of others – actively work to break-down  the segmentation of 
society.  
 
Jesus calls for our total commitment.  Each church community is a house of prayer but also a ‘safe 
house’ for those who are vulnerable, poor and marginalised. We cannot enter God's Reign by 
closing our eyes in prayer so as to overlook injustice: the treatment of David Hicks, detention of 
asylum seekers on Nauru, past atrocities against indigenous people from which they have still not 
recovered; treatment of people who have divorced, gays and lesbians, Muslim people.  As we go 
from these doors today, let us be mindful of the International Day for Tolerance this Thursday.  Let 
us make it more – not tolerance which is minimal, but embracing, welcoming and celebrating of 
difference and diversity. Cutting across the messages of fear and alienation that predominate. To 
use the language of the reflection on front of pew sheet we need to feed the right wolf: Let me 
conclude by reading that story. 
 
An elder Cherokee Native American was teaching his grandchildren about life. He said to them, "A 
fight is going on inside me...It is a terrible fight, and it is between two wolves. One wolf represents 
fear, anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, pride 
and superiority. The other wolf stands for joy, peace, love, hope, sharing, serenity, humility, 
kindness, benevolence, friendship, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. This same 
fight is going on inside of you and every other person too."  
 
They thought about it for a minute and then one child asked his grandfather, "Which wolf will 
win?" The old Cherokee simply replied..."The one I feed." 
 
May you and I feed the right wolf as we seek to live out the radical call of Jesus to do justice and 
love mercy as we walk humbly with our God, daring where necessary to challenge the systems and 
structures of our society and world. 

______________________ 


