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On Thursday night, thanks to the generosity of the Melbys, Connie and I were at the Center 
House Theater in the old Seattle Armory at Seattle Center to see the Seattle Shakespeare 
Company’s current production of “Mother Courage and Her Children.”  “Seattle Shakes,” as it is 
colloquially known, has added to their name the tagline of “Seattle’s Classical Theatre,” which 
explains why they produce works by great playwrights other than William Shakespeare in their 
seasons these days.  “Mother Courage…” was written by the great German playwright Bertolt 
Brecht in 1939.  If you’re not familiar with Brecht, he’s probably best known for the operetta he 
wrote with Kurt Weill, “The Three-penny Opera,” which is famous for the character and the 
song “Mack the Knife.”  Like most of Brecht’s work, “Mother Courage…” is very dark.  Brecht 
was interested in social critique without sentiment or sugar coating.  He wrote “Mother 
Courage…” in the same year that Hitler sent German troops into Poland.  The playwright, 
already in exile in Sweden because of his political views, foresaw what sort of carnage the Nazis 
were likely to bring to Europe and he set this play during one of the most bloody periods in 
European history: the Thirty Years War, a massive struggle involving all of Central Europe from 
1618 – 1648. 
 
In “Mother Courage and Her Children,” the central character (one can hardly call her a heroine) 
is a peasant woman by the name of Anna Fierling.  She has gained the nom de guerre of “Mother 
Courage” because she once ventured through the front lines of a raging battle in order to sell 
bread to the hungry troops.  Of course, as she explains it, she had no choice – the bread was 
beginning to mold and she couldn’t lose her investment.  Mother Courage is, to put it bluntly, a 
small-time war profiteer.  She sees her petty capitalist endeavors as the salvation of herself and 
her children.  She and her two sons and one daughter pull their cart through countless 
battlefields, hawking supplies and liquor, all with the aim of having enough money to get 
through the war safely.  The great contradiction, of course, is that she constantly puts her 
children in physical danger in the name of that financial security.  By the end of the play, Mother 
Courage is alone; no children, no friends, plodding along pulling her wagon, looking to recoup 
her investment. 
 
“Mother Courage…” is on my mind this morning for reasons beyond the fact that we just saw 
that fine production (and I recommend it to you all).  It reminded me of another story from the 
Thirty Years War, one I’ve told here before, though it’s been some years ago; the story of Martin 
Rinkart.  Rinkart was a minister in Germany during the Thirty Years War.   The stated reasons 
for the war were religious, Catholic versus Protestant, but the real issues, of course, were 
political power and economics.  Rinkart’s native city of Eilenberg was flooded with refugees, 
then overrun by invading Austrians once and Swedes twice.  The town also suffered from famine 
and pestilence.  It is said that during the Plague of 1637, Rinkart was conducting forty to fifty 
funerals a day.  He took refugees into his own home, even though he often had difficulty feeding 
and clothing his own family.  It was at the height of the war that he wrote a hymn we often sing 
at this time of the year: “Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and voices, who 
wondrous things has done, in whom the world rejoices, who, from our mothers’ arms has blessed 
us on our way with countless gifts of love, and still is ours today.”  As I think of Mother 
Courage, I think how different her frantic grasping after security was from Rev. Rinkart’s.  He 
had the security she so desperately sought; a security that came from his faith despite 
circumstances: “O may this bounteous God through all our life be near us, with ever joyful hearts 
and blessed peace to cheer us, and keep us full of grace, and guide us when perplexed, and free 
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us from all ills in this world and the next.”  Truly, Pastor Martin Rinkart knew how to give 
thanks to God, even when perplexed and faced with a sea of troubles. 
 
I’m also fascinated with the differences between Mother Courage and the widow in our Gospel 
reading this morning.  Brecht’s protagonist can see no greater good than her own survival, at 
whatever the cost.  No country, no flag, no religion, ultimately not even her own children will get 
in the way of her pursuing her own good.  Make no mistake, though; Anna Fierling, Mother 
Courage, is no monster.  She does love her children; she does do everything she can think of to 
help them.  But, when push comes to shove, she will not put herself in danger for them.  She has 
other priorities.  She allows herself to be distracted by the promise of a sale while an army 
recruiter is wooing her oldest son.  She bargains for the life of her younger son to be sure she 
will be able to recoup her financial losses only to lose the boy.  And her treatment of her 
daughter… well, you should go see the play. 
 
The woman observed by Jesus, on the other hand, is willing to sacrifice all that she has in 
worship of God.  In her own way, she is nearly as ambiguous a character as Anna Fierling.  From 
a practical point of view, she is a failure.  Having surrendered the last of her money, she is now 
reduced to begging, or worse.  As my friend Fr. John Foreman pointed out to our study group 
this week, it’s entirely possible that she, like Jesus, has made the ultimate sacrifice and may, like 
Jesus, be dead within the week—he from crucifixion, she from starvation.  But, on the other 
hand, if she, like Jesus, has surrendered all she has to God, don’t we find that compelling?  Don’t 
we celebrate those who sacrifice themselves for a greater good or a cause?  Don’t we honor that 
sort of courage? 
 
I spoke to the children last week about saints and about how we Baptists don’t use that honorific 
for specific servants of God but rather follow the New Testament practice of referring to all 
followers of Christ as saints.  Nevertheless, we certainly recognize heroes of the faith when we 
find them.  One such person was Rev. Gordon Cosby, founder and pastor of the Church of the 
Saviour in Washington, D.C.  Founded in the mid-1940s, as their website tells the story, “From 
the beginning, (members of Church of the Saviour) sought to embody Christ in intentional and 
sacrificial ways, welcoming radical diversity and calling all to be ministers through the generous 
sacrifice of time, energy and resources.”  Gordon Cosby himself, who stepped down as pastor in 
2008 and passed away in 2013 at age 95, was a widely sought after speaker, an inspiration to all 
sorts of movements in the Church today, including the Missional Church movement and the 
Emerging Church movement.  When Cosby was a young man in the years before World War II, 
he was minister of a small Baptist congregation near Lynchburg, Virginia. Cosby wrote:  “My 
deacon sent for me one day and told me that he wanted my help. ‘We have in our congregation,’ 
he said, ‘a widow with six children. I have looked at the records and discovered that she is 
putting into the treasury of the church each month $4.00 - a tithe of her income. Of course, she is 
unable to do this. We want you to go and talk to her and let her know that she needs to feel no 
obligation whatsoever, and free her from the responsibility.’  I am not wise now [writes Rev. 
Cosby]; I was less wise then. I went and told her of the concern of the deacons. I told her as 
graciously and as supportively as I know how that she was relieved of the responsibility of 
giving. As I talked with her the tears came into her eyes. ‘I want to tell you,’ she said, ‘that you 
are taking away the last thing that gives my life dignity and meaning.’” 
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Who can gainsay that kind of fierce dignity that manifests itself in sacrificial giving to the 
Kingdom of God?  Yet who would fault the deacon and the young pastor who sought to preserve 
that woman’s ability to care for herself and her children?  It seems to me that their instincts were 
correct – they sought to fulfill the command of Jesus to care for the least, the lost, and the left 
out.  But where they erred was in not honoring this mother’s courage.  They, who had more 
resources, could have shared of their abundance with her rather than faulting her for sharing of 
her poverty. 
 
At least the young pastor and the deacon were not seeking to take advantage of this widow, to 
“devour” her house, as Jesus might have put it.  It’s not hard for us, unfortunately, to understand 
exactly what Jesus is talking about in the first part of this story.  His critique of the religious 
establishment of his day-- the enormous and beautiful sacred place, the huge number of priests 
and functionaries, the intricate law, all of which both gave glory to God and burdened God’s 
people – all of that has its match in the Christianity of today.  The hot religious story this week 
was of the revolt simmering in the Roman Curia, the bureaucracy of the Church of Rome, which 
Pope Francis is seeking to reform.  The powers behind the throne of Peter don’t appreciate this 
poverty-minded pontiff stripping archbishops of their posts when they spend too lavishly.  They 
don’t like the idea that he wants to reorganize the Vatican Bank to make it more efficient and 
less prone to fraud and embezzlement.  Their beaks have been wet for a long time and they like 
it.  Nor should we Protestants get too comfortable on this subject.  After all, it’s not been very 
long since the last set of scandals broke surrounding famous pastors with multimillion dollar 
homes, luxury cars, helicopters and jets.  The poor widows of every age are always at risk of 
seeing their sacrificial offerings to God diverted by the greed of God’s servants. 
 
You can see echoes of this part of the Gospel lesson in “Mother Courage and her Children” as 
well, by the way.  Early in the play, a Protestant chaplain, who has been strutting along with the 
army, preaching destruction to the enemy, suddenly finds himself on the wrong side of the lines.  
Fearing for his life, he changes from his clerical garb to mufti (that is, civilian clothes) and 
attaches himself to Mother Courage’s business as a “handyman.”  As the play progresses, we see 
he is very little help at all to the business – he is too used to having people pay him for his 
eloquence to be much good at hard work.  He stays alive for many years by mooching off Anna 
Fierling; he doesn’t exactly “devour” her house but he doesn’t do her much good, either. 
 
Of course, taking advantage of others is not just a failing of the clergy.  All humankind is prone 
to this particular sin.  Robert K. Gruse is Professor of Hebrew Scriptures at Loyola University in 
New Orleans.  In his commentary on this passage, he points out, “we in America live so well 
because we import cheap goods from overseas made by people in factories who sometimes are 
brutally underpaid. We live well because they live poorly. We thus should identify ourselves on 
one level with the scribes in this passage, not the widows.”  We might add to that the voracious 
appetite for energy encouraged by the American lifestyle and how it is the poor and vulnerable 
who are least able to cope with the resulting pollution, climate change, and depletion of 
resources.  We need to hear the condemnation of the scribes by Jesus as a cautionary, not as a 
reason to feel smug. 
 
I do think that all of us at Good Shepherd Baptist Church can feel some gratitude that God has 
led us and continues to lead us into ventures that challenge us to give of the resources we have 
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for the greater good.  This congregation has never, as far as I can tell, been blessed with great 
wealth when it comes to money.  But since before there was a Good Shepherd Baptist Church or 
even an “American Baptist Church of Lynnwood,” which was our first, provisional name, God 
has been providing assets for us.  The five acres of ground which was our original asset was 
purchased for us by the Washington Baptist Convention years before there was a church to meet 
here.  You showed how willing you were to use your assets for the good of others when you 
voted to donate 2.2 acres of that land to Good Shepherd Senior Housing, Inc., providing a safe, 
beautiful place to live for widows and immigrants and others you didn’t even know.  Our little 
building, which you could have jealously guarded for your own use, has been shared with other 
churches, with community groups, and with recovery groups – again, it’s mostly immigrants, 
widows, and those who are afflicted who have taken advantage of your generosity with your 
space.  And now, because your Board of Deacons was bold on your behalf, approving the 
expenditure of funds deep into our reserves even in a year when we expect an operating deficit, 
now we are serving children, too, those powerless little humans of whom Jesus said, “to such as 
these… the kingdom of heaven belongs.”  In your approach to sharing what we hold in common, 
your attitude has been closer to the widow than to the scribes. 
 
This has been an odd sort of stewardship sermon but I suppose you all are used to odd sermons 
from me by now.  I’m not going to exhort you to “give like the widow.”  Frankly, I’d rather you 
paid your bills and bought yourselves sufficient food before you wrote your check or arranged 
your direct deposit to Good Shepherd Baptist.  You did know you could do direct deposit, right?  
Our operations each year require about $86,000, with nearly $60,000 of that coming from your 
pledges.  How much of that each of you takes on is up to you.  I don’t believe in setting an 
artificial and universal standard.  Many people find the Old Testament number of 10% to be 
appropriate.  For some, that seems too little; for others, too much.  As good Baptists who believe 
that each of us must work out our own relationship to God, we likely also believe that each of us 
is going to be called differently in the matter of showing our gratitude to God.  Some will give 
more money, some will give more time, some will bring unique talents and gifts to bear for the 
Beloved Community.  As your pastor, I ask you to be wise and to be loving. 
 
As Dale’s letter says, “all we value, our friends, our health, our beautiful planet, our resources, 
all are gifts from God.  God gives us these gifts so that we, in turn, may care for them.  We are 
not to take any of God’s gifts for granted or to use them selfishly.  God calls us to love the 
friends God gives us, to care for our own health so that we may help others, to respect the Earth 
and all that lives on it, and to use our money wisely in order to accomplish our own goals and 
God’s too…  Each of us has resources and needs; each of us has a part to play in filling the needs 
of our church as we keep our building safe and pleasant, as we purchase the materials we need 
for learning and worship, and as we pay our staff.  We have come a very long way together since 
Good Shepherd Baptist Church was founded in 1961!  We know that we can rely on each other 
and on the love of God to go even further together yet!”  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


