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scripture readings:   Psalm  24 ; Matthew 25: 14-30         

        message:  God calls us to be bold in our “investment” in God’s 

              realm/reign. God doesn’t expect us to “play it safe”.

Our second reading is a parable – a technique Jesus used in teaching and preaching, a method of telling a story that didn’t pass on information as much as it shared truth.  And it shared truth in a way that worked not just on people’s minds but on their/our hearts as well. In this particular chapter, this is one in a series of parables about the kingdom of God, the kingdom of heaven.  It is less a description  of that kingdom/realm than it is call to us to respond in faithfulness. Perhaps “k of heaven” is an unfortunate choice of words in translation, because we jump to the conclusion J is talking here about sometime or place after death. Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom of heaven is not about the after-life, what happens after we die, as much as it is about how we are to live in the now, the reality of the present --  transforming it with the power of faith. 
No doubt this is a familiar story for many of you.  But let me make sure we’ve grasped the impact of some of the details. A man of means prepares to leave on a trip and calls his 3 servants together to charge them with the responsibility while he is gone to take care of his money.  No banks, no stock markets, no credit unions.  He relies on the stewardship of these 3 servants to care for his money.  To one he gives 5 talents.  A footnote in the pew Bibles notes that one talent was worth more than 15 years of wages for a laborer.  That’s an incredible amount of money!  Maybe a pittance for this rich landowner, but to this servant, this was a huge sum. Life spans given what they were during Bible times, let’s say that one talent represented the sum of half of a person’s lifetime wages. Wrap your mind around that for a moment.  So do the math. Five talents represented 2 ½ times what this servant could earn in a lifetime! That is not a sum to be trifled with.  Put yourself in this servant’s position. This is a huge amount of money, and it doesn’t belong to you, but you’re supposed to take care of it. To the second servant the man gives 2 talents.  So, if we do the math again, 2 talents represents a whole lifetime of earnings.  Again, a huge, sizable sum, again, money that is not your own, but entrusted to your care.  And to the third servant the master gives 1 talent, ½ a lifetime of earnings.  Still, a large sum, a sum to be treated with great respect.  

You need to know something about me at this point.    I am a thrifty, frugal kind of person.  Some might even say ‘cheap.” My family describes me as someone who waits until Goodwill advertizes a sale before I allow myself to go window shopping!  Get the picture?  So, when we talk about large sums of money, money that doesn’t belong to me but entrusted to my care -- my head swims, and my stomach clenches because we’re talking real money, especially when we’re dealing with an amount that represent proportions or multiples of a lifetime of earnings.  I confess to you that this parable unnerves me.  And maybe our nation’s economic crisis and the riskiness of investments these days lends a particular intensity to the reading today that helps put us all on the proper edge for understanding the message of this story.
So, what happens? 

The first servant with the 5 talents “trades” /invests the money and doubles it in earnings! Whew!  When the Master returns and gets an accounting, he is quite pleased and rewards this servant with more responsibility.  The second servant with the 2 talents also trades/invests the money and doubles the amount given to him.  The Master is again pleased and rewards this servant with more responsibility as well.  

Now, the third servant buries the amount of money given to him.  I have to admit that my tendency is to identify with this man.  He buries it presumably for safe-keeping, to avoid the risk of losing it, fearful of messing up and incurring the wrath of the master.  He did nothing wrong, did he? But what happens?  The Master is furious with him for playing it safe because he expected a return on his investment.  This servant is thrown out, away from the Master’s presence, and into the outer darkness where there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth”. 

Most of us have a picture of terrible judgment and punishment, maybe the image of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel and the picture of the Last Judgment and Hell in our minds.  Think instead that the place of darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth is the place we all go when we have deep regrets, where we toss sleepless through the night and clench our teeth, when we’re obsessed with something we did or a choice we made that we really wish we could do over. The place of darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth symbolizes perhaps less a place of punishment as it is a place of deep, inner, heart-felt regret. This is a parable intended to help us think in the present of the choices we have before us, and the decisions we have to make, so that we can avoid that place of regret that will haunt us later.
Well, this parable is obviously no crystal ball on our nation’s economic dilemma today.  It is not a story to give us guidance purely about our financial investment policies, whether or not we ought to put our money in the stock market or bonds or CD’s or somewhere else. It is a parable, however, that gives us guiding principles about how to live our lives as people of faith and how we manage our money and talents/resources. 
There is a message here that God expects a return on the investment in us.  God has invested in us treasure, time and talents – all gifts for service. It is not enough to just be believers, to follow the right truths, to believe correctly as Christians.  We are called to be doers as well, to be stewards/managers of what God entrusts to our care. This is a story with a message to help us be properly awed by our awesome and generous God who overwhelms us with an abundance of talents and entrusts us with a huge responsibility to be good managers, for God’s sake.  Dwelling on what we don’t have, thinking in terms of scarcity and limitation, pulling in within ourselves, does not win us any points with our great and generous God. God makes us managers, stewards of all we have been given for the sake of others, the church, and the world.  If all we do is hoard it, bury it, even with what we think are good intentions, rather than spending it and risking it for the sake of Christ, it will all go to waste. In fact, much of the message of the story is that if we choose to not use what we are given for the sake of the gospel, we will lose it.  This story is intended to shake us up.
This a story with the message -- when we risk nothing for God’s sake, we gain nothing, and God gains nothing as well.  And this runs counter to our human tendency to want to play it safe, be reserved, hang on to what we have. 
You don’t need me to tell you that we are facing tough economic times in our country that may get worse.  It’s in the news every day.  It’s enough to scare us and want us to hold back, for seeming good reason. But this parable of Jesus, like most of his messages, asks us to be counter-cultural. What would it be like for Emmanuel United Church of Christ in Oshkosh to be chock full of people who lived our lives and our faith in these ways:

· our eyes focused on God’s generosity, our abundance of blessings, rather than what we lack or fear we will lack
· Not playing it safe and comfortable, but taking risks for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ?  

· Not holding back with the abundance of our time, treasures and talents but investing them by spending them in service to others?  

· Not waiting until things get better, but stepping forward with courage and conviction? 

· Not living in a place of regret, but making intentional choices in boldness and freedom now?
This is a parable that challenges us to step out with courage and boldness, generosity and abundance, to live into a new reality, a different reality of the kingdom of God.  
We are all assailed by requests for our money these days.  Some of them are very legitimate and good causes.  It is up to each of us to weigh the merits of each cause and figure out how much we will give.  As a church, we need to ask you to give here, too, to give to God, give to this church, for without it, we cannot go on.  

I am still in the early stages of getting to know you here, but my sense is that this church, we, can make a difference, not only in our lives, but within our community and world.  Your money supports and houses the Food Pantry, provides space for Habitat for Humanity offices, a place for AA to meet, and other groups along with our own groups and programs.  Your money supports staff – pastor, music director, custodian, administrative assistant – to help the church run smoothly, to keep us connected and organized, to help us worship and praise God, grow in faith, and keep the building clean and maintained.  Your money supports program that feeds our souls, transforms us through faith, expands our understanding, teaches and cares for our children and youth.  Your money supports mission – through the United Church of Christ, relief efforts to assist those dealing with disasters, and spreading the good news.  Your contribution, added to the contribution of each and every other person’s contribution in this church allows us to do together what we cannot do alone, and multiplies the ways in which we can makes a different in our own little corner of the world for the sake of Jesus Christ.

At the end of worship this morning, we will all be given a chance to come forward and place a pledge card on the altar table. This is a time to prayerfully consider what God has placed in our hands to manage. God does not ask us to give what we do not have.  God does not ask us to be irresponsible, but to be faithful stewards and wise investors for the sake of the kingdom. Amen.
