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                   Matthew 25:14-30


When I first realized that Jesus’ parable of the talents was going to be our Gospel reading on the Sunday when we invite members and friends of our church to make their annual commitment of time and money, must confess, I really felt blessed by the lectionary.  What could be more perfect?  Just when we’re asking everyone to sign up for Worship Task Groups and Leadership Teams and Focus Groups and Care Groups, we read a scripture that seems to suggests that it’s GOD’S WILL for you to be active in your church.  What’s more, it makes it clear that if you don’t put your talents to work, you’re a sinner!  


So, if you were planning on freeloading this year, just come to church without doing much of anything else, well listen up.  This isn’t just me—this is GOD talking.  Do you want to be thrown out into the weeping and gnashing of teeth?  Well then, make sure you’re on at least one Leadership Team, three Worship Task Groups, one Care group and are calling at least one Focus Group yourself in addition to the six others you join.  Do I have an AMEN??


Hmmm.  That didn’t sound particularly heart-felt.  Maybe you don’t like that particular reading of this parable?  Well, to be honest, neither do I.  I don’t know about you, but whenever I hear the passage read this way, I find myself sympathizing with the one talent slave.  To me, he’s kind of the Patron Saint of Appropriate Boundaries.  I think he makes a perfectly reasonable, justifiable decision.  He is a realistic person—which is kind of refreshing, actually.  He’s not grandiose.  He knows that he is significantly less talented than his two slave colleagues, and so he let’s them be the ones who are out there displaying their gifts in public.  What’s more, he’s had some negative experiences in the past, and he’s learned from his mistakes.  The one talent slave is attentive to his own safety and self-care.  The one talent slave is clear about his limits, and so he has drawn appropriate boundaries.  He’s not going to be a martyr for the cause.  


Are any of you sympathetic with the one-talent slave?  Do any of you identify with him, just a little?


This is the problem with reading the Bible in little chunks like we tend to do in worship.  It’s so easy to pull this parable out of its context in the Bible, plunk it down into our own context, and make it all about our desires for ourselves or for each other.  But this is not a story that was written for the back of a church recruitment brochure.  This story is part of a much larger story, and that is driven by desire of a different sort—God’s desire for relationship with us.  If we place this passage back in that context of that story, it reads a bit differently.


For one thing, God doesn’t seem particularly interested in building religious institutions.  The Hebrew prophets are quick to remind us of how quickly our worship can become an end to its self, and lose sight of the object to whom it is directed.  Jesus continued their call to direct our selves more to compassionate outreach to the world and less to the regulation and maintenance of the structures of religion.


For another thing, God doesn’t seem particularly interested in our talents, as we use that word in English.  When God calls someone in the Bible, God just about never calls her to do what she is already good at.  Think about Abraham—he may have been very good at herding sheep (he had been at it for ninety-some years after all) but God called him to lead his life-long home and to go found a nation in a new land.  Think about Moses—he had already failed at the delicate art of negotiation so necessary for a political leader and had demoted himself to sheepherder when God called him to lead his people out of slavery.  Think of the Peter and James—Jesus called them to leave their nets, however good they may have been at fishing, and to follow him, despite the lack of any evidence that they were good learners or good teachers or good leaders of a movement. When we fit this parable back into the story as a whole, we must forget at once the meaning of the word “talent” as its used on American Idol. The story of the Bible simply is not the story of God calling people to do what they are good at for the glory of God.  


So what is it about?  What does God call us to do?  Well, Jesus made it pretty simple.  He said our job is to love God with all our heart, our soul and our strength, and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Have you noticed that talent, ability and skill are not on that list?


That’s a pretty hard thing to get your head around.  It was hard for me, that’s for sure.  After all, I first started thinking about becoming a minister because I thought I would be good at it.  I remember listening to a particularly boring sermon one Sunday when I was in High School and thinking, “I could do better that that!”  Not much of a call story, I realize, but it was enough to get me into divinity school.  That’s when things started to get more difficult.  Once I started doing actual ministry, I realized that there were a lot of parts that I wasn’t good at.  In fact, no one was good at them.  A lot of ministry was like life, you just had to show up and be present to people, as best as you could.  Around the time I was starting to realize that, I had a dream.


I dreamt that I was standing in a long line of people waiting to give gifts to the Pope.  (Why I imagined the Pope as God’s stand-in, I’ll never know!)  The people ahead of me were bringing toasters and blenders and other kitchen equipment as gift.  The Pope took each gift, thanked the giver, and added the gift to a huge pile next to him.  When I got to the head of the line, I said in wonder, “What’s going on here?  What does the Pope need a new toaster for?”  “Don’t worry about all of that,” he calmly replied, “We give all of this to the poor.  What do you have for me?”


It was only then that I realized that I was holding a large photo album.  I held the album open for the Pope to see, and inside were photos of me as a baby.  I turned the pages, and there were photos of my parents wedding, photos of them as babies, photos of my grandparents and great-grandparents, and scratchy, cloudy pictures that I realized must be my great-great-grandparents.  The Pope took the album from me and said, “This we won’t give away.  This we will keep.”


That dream made a big difference in my life, and I do thank God for it.  It gave me a clear and compelling way to understand what God wants from me.  I don’t think that God despises my gifts, my skills.  I think that God honors those things, especially when I use them to serve the poor.  But I believe that God’s desire is not for the services I can perform or the deeds I can do, but for the person that I am, and who I become when I often that whole person, my whole self, back to God.


Loving God changes us.  It makes us much less interested in our performance and effectiveness for one thing.  And it makes us much more willing to risk because we’re much less afraid of failing.


With that in mind, go back again and read the Parable of the Talents.  But brace yourself.  Because if this story is not about signing up to do more for our church, it might be about something much scarier.  Maybe the question here is not are your gifts and skills hidden and buried, but are you?  Is there a part of you that you dare not offer God?  Do you offer God your functioning self, your able self and leave hidden the part of you which is inconsolably sad, which is storming with rage, which is grieving or lost or lonely.  Dig it up, and put it out there.  It’s not talented performance in the eyes of the church or even the world that expands and enlarges us.  It’s our trust in God, and our offering of all that we are and all that we aren’t to God that make us more than we even dreamed we could be.  


Friends, our God is a God of resurrection power, a God who will not let buried things lie, but who calls us out of every grave in which we have safely stowed every inadequate part of ourselves.  To gather among people who have heard this call, which is to say, to gather with the disciples of Jesus, is a powerful thing.  That is when our few loaves and fishes become enough to feed a multitude.  That is when our simple words of honest truth, simple acts of hospitality turn peoples lives around.  That is when we say with Peter, “Silver and gold I have none, but what I have I give to you” and the one to whom we extend a hand is able not just to walk, but to dance and to leap and to praise not us—but God.  
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