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I knew you were a harsh man….so I was afraid and went and 



hid your talent in the ground.  Here you have what is yours. 







Matthew 25:24-25


Something about this favorite and very familiar parable unsettles me.  Maybe it is the familiarity, to the point of it degenerating into cliché and comfortable platitude.   "With great gifts come great responsibility" Peter Parker's uncle says to him in Spiderman.  It's the stuff of graduation speeches.  You've been given gifts to use, don't bury them.   Use them and God will reward you, multiply those gifts to your advantage.   It's not a bad message, I've preached this sermon before, in many ways, but somehow it seems to lack bite.   There's not a lot of grace in that message, but rather seems to urge us to earn our way to God's favor.  Use those talents and God will love you most.  Waste them and you'll fall by the wayside.  A good Horatio Alger message, nice, but boring, too expected.  You've heard it your whole life.  You get it in 30 seconds. 


There's something in this parable which unsettles me.


Maybe its view of economics rubs me the wrong way given our current context.  Read alone this story can seem like an orientation for a Wall St. venture capital firm.   Use those resources, do your research, but go ahead, make those risky investments, push the envelope, and the rewards will be enormous.    But isn't that what got us into trouble in recent years.  Too many risky investments--subprime mortgages, and credit swaps, and bundled financial instruments which were calculated to make big bucks quickly but which made a mess of our financial institutions.  And though we had to bail them out—too big to fail and all that—don't we hear they are back to the same old stuff?   And moreover, the parable seems to suggest, and even celebrate that those who have will be given more. Isn't that suggesting there is something inevitable and even good about that increasingly disparity between rich and poor we've been hearing about, and which the recent census confirmed is true?  Does that sound like Jesus to you?

There's something about this parable which unsettles me.


Maybe it is that the parable seems to confirm our prejudices of how the world ought to work, rewarding those who put in the effort, penalizing those who seem lazy and unmotivated to get ahead.   But this is a parable of the kingdom, and generally when Jesus talks of life in the kingdom he shakes us up, goes counterculture, offers wild surprises about how those who follow him do things.   He tells stories of laborers in the vineyard who wind up getting paid the same, whether they sign on at 6 in the morning, 12 noon or an hour before closing time.  Blows our ideas of fairness to smithereens. He tells us of the foolishness of building large barns to store our goods when our very soul might be required of us this very night. So much for careful planning for our retirement.  He lets us know that he throws parties for sons who return after squandering the family inheritance. Are we supposed to let forgiveness become indulgence?  Parables usually have a way of getting under our skin, reminding us that God's ways are not our ways.


There's something about this parable which unsettles me—and when that happens it means I need to wrestle with it more, to dig deeper into the heart of its meaning.   The unsettling center of this parable revolves around the 3rd servant.  When I read this parable, something rises up in me and wants to stick up for the one talent guy.  I feel a little sorry for him who has to endure the master's anger.   Maybe in parts that's because I  tend to identify more closely with the one talent guy, with his modest gifts and abilities and resources, rather than 5 talent guy, who seemed to have abilities and riches to spare.   And his attitudes seem to be so Presbyterian, wanting all things to be done decently and in order, cautious, reserved, conservative, making a perfectly reasonable decision.  In a time when there were no banks, in a volatile economic world, his desire to bury his treasure made good sense—was prudent. Knowing that loaning money for interest was forbidden according to Old Testament law (Ex. 22:25; Lev 25:35-38), our one talent man may have even been resisting the suggestion that he participate in what was viewed by his culture as an unjust commercial banking system.    Now I'll admit the man was risk averse, lacking a certain sense of adventure when it came to finances.   When he filled out one of those forms where you're asked about your investment strategy—from aggressive to conservative---his "I think I'll keep my money in a sock under the bed" strategy put him off the scale on the ultra conservative side.  According to biblical scholar Eduard Schweitzer, the Jewish law of the day read "whoever immediately buries property entrusted to him is no longer liable because he has taken the safest course conceivable."  The one talent man has followed the letter of the law.  Let's hear it for the one talent man. Aren't there times when a cautious temperament seems right, wise, the thoughtful approach?  And yet he earns the master's ire.  What is his sin?  This is unsettling. 

The clue is to be found in looking at his attitude toward the master.  "I know," he says, that "you are a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed."   His image of the master, of God, is of a stern taskmasker—and a slightly unjust one at that, wringing revenues from places where he hadn't even expended energy.  

The others, by contrast, see God differently.  They seem to marvel that the master has turned over the talents to them.  Look at this story from the point of view of the master.  According to the text, he's turned everything over to the servants---all his property—the BMW, the key to the wine cellar, the pin number to his bank accounts.   The graciousness of his gift is staggering.    According to the best estimates, a talent was the equivalent of between 10 and 25 years of wages for the average person.  In other words, an enormous amount of money.   The master gave it and then went away, without any real instruction or guidance on what they were do with it. Use the talents as you will.  What an enormous risk the master was taking on them---on us.  You see now the grace in this parable?—it's at the front end.    

Note that it's at the end of his life that Jesus tells this story about a master calling his servants in and giving them everything he had.  On his way to Calvary, Jesus gives it all away, leaves his resources with us, till he returns.   


Maybe that helps put the master's anger in context. A friend of mine tells a story about a college classmate who got into academic trouble by partying too much and was on the verge of flunking out.  My friend overheard a call the young man got from his mother in which he was clearly being reamed out, given untold grief.  We parents can do that, you know. 


A few days later they were talking and my friend was expressing how badly he felt, how tough he thought he mother had been on him. Maybe too tough.  After all it was only a few bad grades.   The student put it in perspective, "I'm the first in my family to go to college.  My mother is a single parent, and in order for this to be possible, she has not only worked as a nurse, but added a second job on the weekends.  She's invested a lot in me, took a big risk that I'd make it.  I guess she had a right to be angry at my goofing off." 

This parable is not a blast against prudence and good sense, but a challenge from the master, "Being afraid—of me, of life—will never let you become what you're to become. Instead, look at what I've invested in you, what gifts I've given you, what risk I have taken, what trust I have placed in you.  Now are you going to play it safe, or trust me to work in you to do something good?"   

I wish there had been a fourth servant in this story—one who had been given a talent, and who had taken the initiative, but whose investments had not turned out beautifully—whose stocks had gone down, whose real estate ventures crumbled, whose big plans didn't materialize.  That happens doesn't it?   What then?  We don't have this story, but my suspicion is that the master would have responded, "Well done, faithful servant, you have given it your best. You've done what I hoped.   Know that I will not fail or forsake, even now.  I'll be there as you pick yourself up again, and start over."  That master's anger is that the man plays it safe, rather than being open to the possibility that he might fail.   I think Luther might have been getting at the same thing when he urged disciples with those startling words, " sin boldly, trusting in God to forgive and renew."     On his way to the cross, Jesus may be reminding us that he understands there is risk in the bold trust he has placed in us—risk on his part and ours. 


Of all the gifts made available to God's people, none is more important or precious than the gift of faith.  But this gift, too, must be invested, cultivated, developed, if it is to flourish.  Faith, of all gifts, cannot simply be buried, hidden, ignored or it will not do much good, indeed it will likely wither away.    In one way or another I've had the same conversation with dozens of people through the years. The conversation happens when they are going through a crisis of some kind, the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, a serious illness, and are looking for some resource to carry them through.   And they say something like,  "I went to Sunday School as a child, I saw how important faith was to my mother or  my grandfather…but somehow I just got away from it, didn't pay much attention or think church was a very important priority…I now I wish I had what they had.  Much as I'd like I just can't pull it up."  Maybe that's when those awful words uttered to the man who buried the talent, ring true, "from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away."   Faith, not developed, not cultivated, soon disappears.  There is a word of judgment here.  God is investing himself in you, in giving you talent, in giving you gifts, in giving you faith.  You bury that at your own peril.  


This parable offers a word of caution to the cautious, a word of challenge to those who would play it safe.  God has invested in us.  God has given to us extravagantly, and says to us, "now what? What are you doing with it?" 


The message is not for individuals only, but for congregations, in a time when many, especially in our mainline churches are experiencing tough times, declining in numbers and challenged by finances.  I work with a lot of churches like this in our Presbytery through our Committee on Ministry.  The temptation is to hunker down, move into survival mode, play it safe since they believe survival is at stake.  And that might seem prudent, reasonable, sound—if we didn't have these words of Jesus before us.  


Another friend of mine attended a small church in upstate New York.  Every year they struggled, numbers were declining, the budget was tough, they wondered if they could pay the minister.  And they began to hunker down—and look for solutions.  Maybe we only need a part time minister.  Maybe we could cut on our giving to mission causes, or dig into our reserves, maybe we could rent out the building to the Pentecostals.  Good prudent planning, playing it safe, hunkering down for a gradual decline to extinction.  And then a new pastor came—part time, and he began to consider ways they could be useful, and invest in their community and world, whatever time they had.  And he suggested a mission trip to repair houses in the gulf, and gearing their Bible school to those outside the church, not those inside, and provided support for a local ministry rather than holding back their resources for a rainy day.  And much to the surprise of the congregation, people began seeing something vital again, and new members were attracted, and the congregation began to be known as a church that was making an impact on the community.  Nothing dramatic, other than beginning to be a church that was using its gifts instead of burying them. 


And so this parable of the talents, still unsettles me but for different reasons.  Now it's not questioning "how can you be so tough on this little guy just trying to be prudent," but "how can we open ourselves up to a God who takes a big risk in investing in me and you and this church." How we be people of God who don't just play it safe and try to hold on for dear life, but disciples who invest ourselves in the God who believes in us.  That's a challenge which is unsettling, but surely empowering. 
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST. 
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