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So I asked him, “Did you eat any Spaghetti alla carbonara?” And he said, “no.” 

 

“Did you try linguine alla vongole (clams)?” He said, ‘no.’ 

I asked, “Did you eat some gnocchi, or have Gelato at Piazza Navona?” No again. 

 

Finally, in desperation I said: “you just spent four months in Italy. What in the world did you 

eat?” 

 

And he replied, “I found every Chinese Restaurant and Burger King in Rome.” He spent four 

months in Italy eating Whoppers and Fortune Cookies. 

(Jesus wept…) 

I was talking to a college junior, who had just returned from a semester abroad in Rome. His 

parents told him that this kind of experience would expand his horizons, and change his approach 

to things. I was jealous, because I think that (next to the Eucharist!) the greatest gift God ever 

gave humanity was Italian cooking! 

 

But when he came back from Rome, he proudly announced that he had avoided Italian food. He 

had made no Italian friends. He only went to classes taught in English, and never once went to 

see the Vatican. That’s right – his parents spent $6000 so that he could go to Italy and avoid 

everything that was Italian! 

 

I still marvel that  this young man had a goal – he wanted to come back from Italy unchanged, 

absolutely the same. 

 

In today’s gospel, Jesus observes a group of people who work very hard to make sure that 

nothing will change them. Jesus observes the scribes – some of the religious leaders of his day.  

 

The scribes go through the motions of being religious, but Jesus notes that their religious activity 

does not change them.  

 

They pray – but the prayer does not change them. They go to the temple and offer sacrifice, but 

they go home in exactly the same condition as when they started.  



 

Their faith is external, but does not penetrate into their hearts, where it could change their 

attitudes, or their way of life.  

 

Jesus sees some scribes in the temple. And Jesus makes a shrewd observation about their 

charitable giving. Some were giving large sums of money. But Jesus notes that they are giving 

large sums of money out of their surplus wealth.  

 

Meanwhile, a poor widow comes along and drops two small coins in the collection plate. Jesus 

says that this woman has given more to God than anyone else. Why? Because she had almost 

nothing to begin with. Jesus said, “She contributed all that she had, her whole livelihood.”  

 

Did you catch that? This was all that she had left. And when you give your last cent to God, that 

changes everything. When you give your last resource to God, you’ve said to God, “I trust you. I 

will give You everything, and I believe that you will be with me.” 

 

When you give your last penny to the Lord, it changes everything. You are no longer in control. 

You’ve given everything to God, and you depend on God for everything. 

 

Meanwhile, the rich folks came to the temple and dropped a large check into the plate. But here 

is Jesus’ point – those rich folks are able to walk away from the temple completely unchanged.  

 

They had plenty to begin with. So their life is not changed when they give some of their surplus 

to the Lord. Nothing will change back home – they’re still able to buy what they want, act like 

they want, consume what they want. 

 

When you give from your surplus – even if it is a significant gift – you are giving in a way that 

makes change unnecessary. When you give from your surplus, you are still in control. When you 

give only from your surplus, you say to God, “You can have this much of my life… and I am 

going to keep the rest.” When you give from your surplus, nothing has to change. 

 

To be honest… I don’t like change. And I DO like to be in control. So this Gospel challenges 

me. In some ways, I think many of us are tempted to HAVE faith, without letting our faith 

HAVE US. We want to go to church, but we’re happy if we can go home from church basically 

unchanged. 

 

We might change our clothes for Mass, but for the rest of the week we don’t want our faith to 

change us.  Maybe we are like a college junior who goes through the motions of an Italian 

semester. Many people come to a Catholic place once a week, but do we really want this 

Catholic place to change us through the rest of the week? 



 

When Jesus calls us to follow him, he calls us to say, “Lord, you can have everything. Not just 

our surplus, but our everything.” Jesus doesn’t want just our surplus. He wants our everything. 

 

Jesus wants our time - not just our surplus time, but all our time. He wants to shape how we use 

every hour of every day.  

 

Jesus wants our love – not just our surplus affection, but our whole heart. He wants us to fall in 

love with him.  

 

Jesus wants our mind – not just our surplus attention. He wants to shape every decision we make.  

 

Jesus wants our soul – not just our surplus worship. He wants to be the center of our lives. He 

wants our everything. 

 

The wealthy and the scribes went to the temple, gave something from their surplus, then went 

home - unchanged. The poor widow gave everything to God, and that changed everything.  

 

The world is usually changed, not by half-hearted Christians, but it is changed by those who are 

willing to change, so that they can give God everything. 

 

As you know, for the past few months, our parish has been participating in the diocesan Living 

our Mission campaign. Through the bulletin, through mailings, and from this pulpit, you’ve 

heard the invitation to start praying about how you can participate in this historic campaign… in 

other words, I’ve been asking you to pray about how you can give. 

 

Why are we asking you to give? We do not live in a diocese that is shrinking. We are not closing 

parishes and schools. We live in a diocese that is growing. 

 

And because of that growth, the diocese is acting now to plan for future growth; asking Catholics 

of this generation to give so that future generations will be blessed in this growing community. 

The overall goal for the diocese is $65 million. Our goal at Saint Mary’s is $1.4 million. 

 

On the diocesan level, most of the funding will be used to create endowments for critical 

ministries that only the diocese can do. We are creating endowments to fund the training of 

seminarians, our future priests. We are creating endowments to fund Catholic schools, youth 

ministry programs, and campus ministry centers. All of these ministries are growing in Southern 

Virginia – I have given to this campaign in order to secure their future. 

 

I mentioned that our goal is 1.4 million – we will get 1/3 of that back for use right here. 



 

On the local level, we will use the money to help pay down our mortgage. We will use it to 

increase our human concerns endowment, so that we always have what we need to care for the 

poor who come to our door and live as our neighbors. 

 

We will use the money to strengthen our youth and young adult ministries, and expand 

evangelization efforts to those who had stopped practicing the faith, and those who have never 

heard the Gospel. I have given to this campaign, because I believe that Lord wants our parish to 

do these things. 

 

A few months ago, I started meeting with individual parishioners and families. I asked these 

parishioners to pray. I asked them to pray about making a gift to this campaign, not just from 

their surplus… but rather I asked them to sacrifice, to make a gift that would change them, and 

change the future of our church. 

 

I asked about 120 parish families to pray and pledge. And they’ve done just that. Our initial goal 

was 1.4 million. And, I am pleased to tell you that those 120 families have pledged - $1.4 

million!  

 

This is a remarkable testament to the faith of those 120 families. But it raises a larger question 

for me: if 120 families from St. Mary’s can sacrifice and give $1.4 million, what will happen 

when all 2000 of our parish households give – give not from their surplus, but give in a way that 

changes them, and changes the future of our church? 

 

You see, now that we have reached our initial goal, things change. Now, for every dollar that you 

pledge to this campaign, St. Mary’s gets 2/3rds of that back. Think of how many people in need 

will be blessed, as 2000 families from our parish give not from their surplus, but give in a way 

that changes things. 

 

Think of how we can reduce our mortgage – which still stands at $3.8 million – when 2000 

families give not from their surplus, but give in a way that changes things. 

 

Think of how our youth ministry, young adult ministry and evangelization ministry can expand, 

when 2000 families say, “Yes, we will give in a way that changes everything.” 

 

Every registered household in the parish should have received their packet of information, along 

with their pledge card. And, as pastor, I believe that the Lord is asking every household and 

family to give.  

 

And our bishop has made it clear – he knows that you are already sacrificing to support the first 



collection at Saint Mary’s, and the Second collection. He knows that so many of you are already 

generous. He is asking you to consider one more gift – a pledge that you will pay off over five 

years. Not one year – this is a five year pledge. This is giving that changes things. Giving in 

addition to the support that you already offer to the parish and its ministries. Giving that will 

change things for decades to come. 

 

Today, I am asking every household and family which has not yet made a pledge, to do just that.  

 

(at this point, Fr. Renninger gave a detailed invitation to parishioners to fill out pledge cards 

that were in the pews, so that they could participate in the Living Our Mission campaign.) 
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