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A Brazilian psychoanalyst says: 'If you want to learn about secrets, be attentive to small things, those things
that nobody notices. They are the ones revealing secrets.'

What secrets are hidden in a handful of meal, a little oil, or two small coins?

In this morning's readings we have two widows. Both of them living in poverty. The first one was prepared to
die together with her son once there was no food. She had "only a handful of meal and a little oil" which were
not enough to feed both her son and herself. But the prophet came and asked her for the only food she had.
And she gave it.

Some of us could think: she had already accepted the fact of dying. Whether she ate the last meal or not would
not change her situation, so never mind. But I tell you: dying is never in the category of "never mind."

Our first widow gave priority to feeding the prophet because of the rules to hospitality to foreigners but also
because from the prophet she grasped a hope she had lost: "The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of
oil will not failâ�¦" She risked living a day less because she believed in those words. She gave everything she
had because she was not afraid of giving, even her last bite.

Our second widow "out of her poverty put in everything she had, all she had to live on". At that time there
were 13 big boxes at the entrance of the temple. Everybody who came in passed by those boxes. Beneath
every box, stood a priest. People had to say to one of those priests the amount and the purpose of their
donation; then he decided where to put it. So Jesus, and probably many others could hear exactly how much
each person gave. How would you like if during the offering you would come and tell me how much you were
giving and where it goes? It would be funnyâ�¦

Out of all the people who offered money at the Temple, Jesus chose a widow, a devalued woman as an
example of the correct relation between people and goods, between a person and God. Because she was a
woman, she had no place in the public sphere and her role was reserved for the family. Because she was a
widow, she was undervalued. Without a husband she had no connections to society. Many widows then ended
up poor; her bank account, if she could have a bank account, had two small coins.

In today's world there are many women and men, children and youth who are undervalued. International
Labour Office's report from 2005 says that 12.3 million persons worldwide are in some form of forced labour
or bondage; 9.8 million are exploited by private agents, including more then 2.4 million in forced labour as a
result of human trafficking. 56% are women and girls. The 2009 report, which does not update numbers
because it considers premature another global estimate at this point, uses the word 'slavery' for several
situations.

Do you know anyone working in forced labour? Or slavery-like conditions? A local newspaper published an
article on 30 September 2009 speaking about how our canton is a turntable for modern slavery. In only ten
months, nineteen cases have been investigated in Geneva. One form of slavery is forced prostitution. The
women have to reimburse their debts for transportation, their lodging and their work permit. They are beaten,
drugged, threatened with death. They have to offer their services under all conditions including rape and
unprotected sex. They are often sold from place to place to keep them dependent, in debt, and isolated from
colleagues or clients. They never can leave alone. They are constantly under surveillance. But prostitution is
not the only form of slavery. There are babysitters, house servants. In Geneva, several cases of slavery were
found in the houses of certain diplomats.
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It is not easy to identify those cases. One needs to be willing to have eyes to see them. There are organizations
working with that reality. And us? How do we respond to this reality as church, here, in this town? We do
have a pastoral responsibility. And I believe it is time for us to start 'having eyes' to see.

Undervalued people. A man who finds no job or who has to accept an underpaid job, a woman forced into
prostitution, a widow with a handful of meal, another widow with two coins. People whose lives are
collapsing, whose ethics are at the border of the acceptable (or not). People who struggle to find an
opportunity, to discover an alternative, to grasp some hope, to hear words sounding like a promise, perhaps.
These people don't sit and wait, they don't necessarily victimize themselves. They are resilient, they find
strength in their sufferings somehow, they find ways of being in solidarity with each other, and sometimes of
exploiting each other; other times they find ways to transform their own situation. What is their secret?

The undervalued are also part of us, sometimes even ourselves. We might be aware of it, or not. When did you
feel undervalued, or robbed of your dignity? What was your responsibility in that situation? What was the
injustice by somebody else?

The widow with a handful of meal and a little oil gave her only food. The widow at the temple gave the only
two coins she possessed. Out of their poverty they gave everything. What was their secret? I believe their
secret was their capacity to not fear emptiness; their capacity to let it go seeing that a new reality emerges. I
think their secret was the realization that giving away filled them in ways that they did not expect; empting
themselves was the most powerful way of being fulfilled.

Their example raises a question to us: What can we give (how can we contribute) out of our unemployment,
sufferings, displacements, instabilities or out of our knowledge, gifts, capacities, money?
Their example tells us that our giving cannot be based only on our abundance or on what we have left, but on
everything we own. An economic system, local or international, that does not distribute equally the goods
produced, is useless. It is a failed system and does not correspond to the criteria of God's love. But also an
individual who gives only out of his abundance or out of what is left, doesn't respond to the way God calls us
to relate to our possessions. What we possess, possesses us. God calls us to go deeper into dispossession
processes, for the sake of others who have less then us, but also for the sake of ourselves.

Today we will celebrate Harvest Festival. How much will we choose 'to dispossess' ourselves in favor of the
women in Zimbabwe who need sewing machines to work or the children in Colombia who are sexually
abused?

What gift will we bring, what present, what token? For their sake and for ours. What secrets will our large
amounts or perhaps our two coins tell?
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