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These two texts have been on my mind all week as I have been away for several days on a personal retreat. Psalm 1 talks of a loving God, and our walking in the way of Love, and finding good and fulfilling lives. And those who choose not to walk in this Love, find hardship and suffering. And the Parable of the Talents, what do we do with this? It has been called a Hard Parable for Hard Times – even called a Terrible Parable. Some have said this is one of those texts that we should skip, should edit out because it paints a picture of God as being harsh and punitive. But I want to encourage us not to let it slip away too quickly. For in the words of the late Dr. Peter Gomes, Chaplain at Harvard and Professor of Christian Morals, if we choose to hear those texts that satisfy our image of ourselves or of Jesus, we run the considerable risk of learning more and more about less and less, which might be pleasing to some of us, but it is perilous to the honest inquirer of the Christian faith. 

The parable tells of a person giving talents to those who worked for him or her. Each according to his or her ability. One got 5 talents, one got 2, and one received one talent. A talent was the equivalent of about 15 years of salary, so not an inconsequential amount. Each was expected to manage the money in some way. These persons were not given this task because they were in need. The money was not loaned to them. The owner entrusted them with these talents, different amounts to each according to their different abilities.

We know what they did with the money. The first two made investments, while the third dug a hole and hid the money for safe keeping. Now think with me – if you were entrusted with such a task in this day and age, what would you do? What kind of investment would you feel was a safe one, a good choice? Stocks? Bonds? Land? Houses?  There is no real safe choice in our world today. Except maybe to hide it under the mattress, or maybe put it in the bank and let it draw a very little interest. I sometimes think the 3rd servant made a wise choice. He lost nothing. Of course, he also didn’t gain anything.

Now, this is where I must stop and ask you – what is your image of God? What do you want God to do in this parable? The first two servants perform well, and God is pleased – and gives them rewards. But the 3rd servant has not produced anything with the talent, has not even tried. What kind of response do we expect from God for this 3rd servant?  Do we want God to be angry, to scream and shout, to punish? Or do we want God to be kind – and to say – well, I know you are not very good with numbers,  and I know you can be overwhelmed by fear. And you could have tried something and lost all of the money – and you didn’t do that. That’s good.  So thank you for protecting this money.

Peter Gomes says such a story could be called the Cautious Servant and the Forgiving Master.

And we kind of like that, don’t we. We know about times when we get scared, when we just want to hide away, to not be responsible. 

But did you hear what God does in this story? God is not very nice. God is downright hard on this 3rd servant and takes away the little that this 3rd servant had and gives it to the one who had 10 talents.  And the moral is – the one who has more will get more, and the one who has not enough will have the little they have taken away. Some would say the one who has little will go to hell. 

Now, if this were the theology that Shannon and I preached week after week, I can imagine some of you not coming back. So let’s try to unpack this and see why such a parable is included as a gospel story. A gospel story is supposed to have some good news. Where is the good news for the 3rd servant?

First of all, let’s remember that this is an eschatological story – a story preparing us for the end times. The early church was waiting for Jesus to come back and for the realm of God to be made manifest on Earth. But this first generation of Jesus’ followers were living in  “the time being.” The story is told to help people have some guidance living in the time after Jesus has left them and before Jesus returns to them. 

And the story is not about money. That’s just used as an example. The story is about time. How we use our time. The story is not about how we invest and spend money, but how we live the gospel in our lives today – in this time being. We are not simply to wait until Jesus comes again, which is the equivalent of hiding our talent in the ground. We are to do as Jesus taught us – as Jesus did. We have been given a gift – we have been taught the way of Love. The way of Generosity. The way of Compassion. The way of Community.  This is a gift from God – and Jesus taught us how to use it well. And for a talent, or a gift, to grow, it must be put to some use. It has to be engaged, it has to be invested, it has to be given energy and spirit and effort.

It is easy to be afraid, and to want to hide, to want someone else to be responsible instead of you or me.  It is easy to play it safe. To take no risk and therefore to be guilty of no fault.  But that is not what gifts are for. They are to be used. If we don’t use the gift, we can’t dream. We shut down our imagination. We become impoverished. So the cautious servant did not trust himself or the owner, and thus is not allowed to profit from a lack of faith and action.

The point of the story might be that we will be judged one day not on how much we give, or how much we have, but on how wisely we use our time and energy to live in the way of Love, to help bring forth the world that God imagines for us. A world where no one is hungry, where no one goes cold in the winter, where everyone has some place to call home, where those who are sick have a doctor and medical care, where the lonely are befriended. Where justice is for all.

So – this is a stewardship sermon, just like this is a stewardship parable. Use what you have and use it well. Use it not for senseless stuff, not for just your own pleasure, but for the coming of the realm of God. For the gifts you have been given do not belong to you, they belong to God. They belong to all of us – to the whole community.  They are not yours and mine to possess, but to improve and increase. And if you don’t do that, you will lose the gift. And you will not know the way of Love and Joy.

I did the funeral for my uncle last Sunday. He was 90 years old. He lived through some horrendous realities in World War 2, many memories that he never shared with anyone because he did not want them to haunt his family and friends they way they haunted him. But to me, Uncle Bill was the man who lit up the room when he entered. He was funny. He told stories and jokes. He made all the nieces and nephews feel special. He put aside the fear and the horror of war to live a good life – to help create a world that was more loving and just.

And in that service, we sang a lot of songs – and my nephew Will, who is about 24 and unable to speak in full sentences due to a disease he has had since birth – sang in a loud voice. It sounded like this :  Ah, ah ah ahh……  Everyone could hear him. I wondered if people might be upset about it. But everyone was smiling. Just like my uncle Bill would have been. For Will was not sitting back and letting life go on without him. He was doing the best he could, with the gifts he has been given. And his singing brought a special spirit to that service that only Will could bring.  Will didn’t know it, but he was a source of deep joy for all of us.

After the service we are going to have a scattering of the ashes in the Memorial Garden for Henry Smart, who died on February 15, 2002. Dorothy has kept his ashes all these years so he could be in our memorial garden. And Henry was a joy. He was fun to be with, and he was also one of the most committed, faithful people I have ever known. He helped us become an ONA church. He believed we could do it – and he worked with Noel and the Journey team to make that happen. And he also believed our church could take the next step – which was to move to a larger facility. Before he ever joined the church he asked me – will this church have the courage to do this? Well, he became the source of courage and inspiration for us. When we weren’t sure, when we doubted, he lifted our spirits and said – yes we can do this. Yes, we must do this. What an honor to remember him today – and to remember how he used his time, his gift, to increase the faith of those around him.

And speaking of yes we can, Jasmine Beach-Ferrara has had a vision for several years now – a vision that she has nurtured with friends in Boston, and with her partner Meghan, and with others of us here – and her vision is that people who are LGBTQ are already equal. We are not fighting for our equality, we are already equal she says. What we are working for is to change the laws that say we are not. And we are doing this with Love. We are doing this with Empathy and Compassion for those who do not see it this way. For those who vote and stand against us. But that doesn’t stop us – it doesn’t stop us from working for justice, and it doesn’t stop us from loving them. 

This past week we began the We Do campaign. Where LGBT couples have met here with support teams, walked down to the Register of Deeds, asked for a marriage license, have been turned down, have  expressed their frustration with that, but also have expressed their care for the ones who have turned them down, and then have walked back here to reflect on that experience. We all knew the script going in, but none of us knew how we would feel. The couples have felt a lot more emotion than they thought. The staff at the register of deeds has felt more sadness and compassion than they thought they would. And the support teams have been moved by the courage and the strength of the couples who have braved the unfairness and injustice of the law to say – we are equal, and we will claim our equality until the day that the laws catch up with what God has been doing all along.

What an investment of the talent entrusted to them. What a use of time and energy. What a way to help bring forth the realm of God on earth.

Each was given so many talents according to their gifts and abilities. No one was given more than they could handle. And it was only the one who had a harsh image of God – perhaps one provided in Sunday School or in a faith community where they grew up – only that one failed to realize the meaning of the gift. It is to be used. It is to be honored. It is to a gift to risk living into. The gospel is not about playing it safe. It is about living boldly, it is about being the Love and the Joy and Compassion and the Healing Presence that Jesus was. What will you do with your talent, with your gift, with your own unique way of being the gospel – the good news. It’s up to you. If you see God as the way of Love, then you don’t have anything to be afraid of. Fear not! Live your life. Be who you are. Make a difference. Be a song of Joy. Be a spirit of peace. Do what you have the power and ability to do.

And you will be given even more responsibility as you grow in this way of Love. You will be a mentor, a teacher, a guide, a friend. Because we know, as Carolyn Comeau was quoted as saying in an article about having breast cancer and telling the kids about it in this week’s Asheville citizen Times – It’s love that get’s you through. 

We are people of Love. People of Hope. As we learn the way, we show it to others – as each gives the giving grows, the resources increase, the hope grows, the possibilities become more possibly. Thanks be to God.
Amen.
