22nd Sunday after Pentecost, Nov 13 2011, Matthew 25:14-30, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

Today’s Gospel is about talents.  We define a talent as “a natural aptitude or skill,”  but in our Gospel reading today from back in the 1st Century, a “talent” is unit of money: a very large sum of money.  In fact one talent was worth about 15 years of wages; so five talents in today’s terms is hundreds of thousands of dollars—a huge treasure.  The Gospel is a parable, so view the talents here as representing all God’s gifts to us.  Who is the master in this story?  He is God, and the servants are various kinds of people, people like us.  So, the parable is about how we deal with the treasure of gifts that have been handed to us by God.  
The Gospel tells of a man who goes away on a long journey and leaves his financial affairs in the hands of three of his servants.  To one he leaves five talents of money, to another two talents, to the third one talent.  While he is away, the first two servants trade and invest, they are active with the gift they have been given, and at the end they make some more money for their master.  The third servant buries his money in the ground.  When the master finally returns, he is pleased to see how the first two servants made a return with their money.  To each of them he says, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’  Then he comes to the third guy, who had buried his portion of the money in the ground – the master is displeased.  This servant makes things worse by blaming his master for why he didn’t take risks with the money.  The master banishes him from the kingdom.  At first glance, we might think the master was harsh on this last guy with the one talent, after all – all he got was one, and in our tough economic times today we might think it not such a bad idea to bury our money in the mattress or in a can in the backyard!  This Gospel, however, makes it clear that the talents are not meant for us to hide away, not to be buried.  Your talents, or gifts from God, include our faith, our knowledge, skills, abilities: all that can be used to God’s glory (whether it be praying or cooking, serving at the altar or helping those in need).  When our gifts are used, they multiply and bring “the joy of your master:” abundant life!  
Let’s look at each of these three guys.  Notice that the “five talent” person and the “two talent” person did not get into comparison games about who had the most talents. They didn’t say, “I am superior because God gave me more talents” or “I am half as good because God gave me less.” Each of them realized that they had been given a big responsibility; this was clear. Christ is our master and owner and has lent us our gifts and we are to use these God-given resources to benefit Him. We are not to make excuses or play games. We aren’t to compare the resources that God entrusted to us with the resources that God entrusted to others. The third guy did all these things.  The Gospel says he said, “I was afraid.”  He was so full of fear; he did not want to take a risk. He played it safe. He saw his master as harsh, and this colored his relationship with his master. So, when the master entrusted a treasure to him, he was so untrusting and so fearful he did not appreciate it-so he just buried it.   This was not pleasing to God.  
But oh my, aren’t we good at reacting out of fear too?  This Gospel challenges us to look at our view of God.  Do you see God as the first two servants did; as a generous God entrusting gifts to us to be used for His glory or as the third guy did: as harsh, as judgmental, to be feared?  If you are unable to experience the love and generosity of God through His greatness, then you cannot appreciate the gifts He has given you, you cannot develop a love relationship with Him. And, as a result, you will not experience the abundant life that God has planned for you; you will not be able to, “enter into the joy of your master.”  The greatest risk of all, it turns out, is to play it safe. God gives each of us different gifts that we are to stick our necks out and use. 

Judy is an ordinary person in a church where I used to serve.  Judy is not eloquent, brilliant, or multi-talented. She has never made a lot of money, does not have one thing that distinguishes her as excellent in anything, and has never had recognition for anything.  She does not have special training in evangelism or theology, marketing or accounting. She has quietly been a mother and grandmother, an ordinary homemaker her whole life.  She is shy, not a joiner of groups.  She does not like to lead.  What does she have to offer the Lord?  What can she do to help revitalize a church?  Not much, one would think.  Let me tell you about Judy.  She was often there scrubbing the church bathroom floor on her hands and knees, doing dishes in the church kitchen, teaching others how to make prayer shawls, she opened her home for a needy family to stay in for several months one year (in spite of great inconvenience to her and her family), she coordinated the ministry to take food to church members who were in ill health, she arranged for church outreach to needy people in the community, she visited people in the church who were home-bound, she came to the nursing home where I did a monthly service and brought residents in wheelchairs to the service.  I heard from others in the community about how Judy tells them with her quiet enthusiasm about what is happening at the church.  What ordinary Judy does for the Lord is anything but ordinary; it’s extraordinary. Does she take risks for the Lord? Oh yes-all the time.  Did she use her talents fully for the Lord? Oh yes. Are her talents resulting in more people learning about God’s love? Oh yes.  Does Judy enter the joy of her master, God? Oh yes she does.
A man once said to his friend: “I wonder why God doesn’t do something about all the hurting, suffering and loneliness in the world?”  The friend said, “Why don’t you ask him?”  The man replied, “Well, I’m afraid he might ask me the same question.”  
Jesus has asked each of us that question today—we are God’s hands and feet and voice in the world.  

What are we going to do about 50% of persons in Shawano County who don’t attend church and don’t know about God’s perfect love, and yet surveys show that 1 out of 4 of them would attend if someone would just ask them?  Frankly, we are much more ready to proclaim our favorite sports team than we are to say what we think about God.  We’ve buried His truth in the ground.  If we each were fully sharing God’s message, love and gifts to those around us here in Shawano, this church would be in trouble with the fire department – because we would be bursting at the seams.  We have a chance now to share our faith.  What will this look like if we do?  Next Sunday, when we have the community meal after church, we can invite all different kinds of people to come into this building and we have a chance to show God’s love to each of them.   If we begin fully living out our faith, we will have a youth group, full of teenagers excited about applying their faith in the community.  If we begin fully living out our faith, there will be a bunch of acolytes up here instead of one, we will go on mission trips, we will have people visit the home-bound, neighborhood children will come to the church after school and get help on their homework, Bible studies groups will fill our Hall, and on and on.   Sure, this is scary stuff. Will you react in fear and bury your talents, or will you use the gifts God gave you?   The Good News is that as you take risks for God, you don’t have to do it under your own power,  for you have the power of the Holy Spirit just a prayer away.  And if you do this, you will surely hear on the judgment day, “Well done good and faithful servant…enter into the joy of your master.” Treasure is in our hands.  

Let us end this sermon time by praying together the prayer in the Book of Common Prayer the “Prayer for the right use of God’s Gifts.”  This is prayer # 38 on page 827 of the BCP.  Let us pray.  Almighty God, whose loving hand hath given us all that we possess: Grant us grace that we may honor thee with our substance, and, remembering the account which we must one day give, may be faithful stewards of thy bounty, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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