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Matthew 25.14-30 + parable of the talents

W ho would ever bury their talent
in backyard? Not you — not me. 2
Of course, not ~ we would never do that. K
Such actions would be lunacy. '
Nevertheless, such cut-off-your-nose-
despite-your-face behavior may be
closer to home than you might think.

Remember Woolworth’s department
stores? | have to ask in the past tense
because Woolworth’s are now defunct — part of a picture of main street
America now long gone. Bill Lawrence, a pastor in North Carolina,

ww dates himself when he tells of working at
. Woolworth's while a student at Seminary.
Lawrence observed something quickly on:
all the managers were men. Men were
promoted on the basis of how well their
particular store did in sales — but only men
were allowed to be managers. Contrast
that with the fact that nearly all the other
' employees were women.

Whlle the female employees did the vast bulk of the work, they did
so knowing that none of them would ever be promoted to manager.
They knew with certainty that:

“none of them would ever be evaluated and promoted on the
basis of how well they did their work. The company neither

recognized nor rewarded the gifts of those dedicated women.”!



Bill Lawrence notes that Woolworth’s

no longer exists. There is little left to woo I-wo RTH s
remember this stalwart store of main P — . -
street America — no Woolworth

foundation, no Woolworth charities or ?.55
Woolworth stadium, no Woolworth G0SING
homes for the aged, no Woolworth
retraining centers — nothing. It died an
ignoble death. It went out with a

whimper not a bang.

Lawrence concludes this is all evidence of what happens when an
organization fails to recognize the gifts of people within the
organization and fails to give back to the world. Any organization that
fails to recognize and to utilize gifts, dies.” It's as simple as that.

It would seem that indeed there are some who would in fact bury
talent, unrecognized and unrewarded for years, even decades? Sounds
a lot like someone who would bury a valuable bar of silver in a hole in
the backyard — sounds a lot like that one talent guy in Jesus’ parable.

T he parable of the talents is about the return of Jesus ~ as is the

whole 25" chapter of Matthew. More importantly these passages
are about what we are to do and how
we are to live in the meantime. We and
all Christian thus far in history live in
the between times, between Jesus’ birth,
his earthly ministry, death and
resurrection, between that and Jesus’
great and glorious return in triumph in
the clouds, drawing all believers up
with him into God'’s realm.

We are living between the times. It
seems we are always between the times. For 2,000 years we have been
living in the between times — each generation of Christians living in the
expectation this is the last generation. 2,000 years have slipped by and



no return of Jesus. It gets pretty easy to bury our gifts and our gold in a
hole in the backyard.

W e see an image of Jesus as a

tyrannical master in the parable
of the talents — an unrighteous,
unmerciful judge. Last Sunday’s, this
Sunday’s and next Sunday’s texts are
Jesus’ return and about God's judgment
at Jesus’ return.

Scholars have a problem with the - :
image of Jesus as a rapacious, unrighteous mafia godfather, to say the
least. As well do we. 1 looked all over for funny stories to illustrate
this parable. I couldn't find any. Apparently there are none. We
believers wrestle with this passage and our discomfort shows.

Scholars too have wrestled with this portrayal of Jesus returning as a
ravenous tyrant and conclude that this image is quite out of keeping
with the rest of the Gospel. ‘Jarring’ is a better word. This image
pushes the meaning of the metaphor further than we ever should. Jesus
is not suggesting that this is how God works. Jesus is not
recommending how the kingdom works, but rather how the world works.

One Bible commentator concludes:

“Throughout [Matthew] Jesus has sided with the nonelites and
challenged this oppressive economic status Quo...In [Chapter]
[9...he challenges a rich man to divest his wealth and give it to
the poor in a move toward a more just society...On [that basis]
the master and the first two slaves could rightly be rebuked for
their greedy and acaquisitive actions. The third slave should
be...praised for refusing to play this unjust economic game.™

Scholars are puzzled at this image of Jesus. It simply doesn’t make
sense. It doesn't line up with the rest of the Gospel. We're puzzled
too — and frightened. Yet that is the image most commonly rendered.
Need proof?



In the movie, High Plains Drifter, Clint Eastwood plays a
murdered sheriff back from the dead. A transparent Christ-figure,
. the dead sheriff returns unrecognized to
, bring justice to a corrupt mining town
% which had conspired with his killers.
| The plot follows closely the Biblical
theme: the first appearance of the Son
of God on earth was the gentle Jesus
meek and mild — the second coming of
the Son of God will be Jesus as the
righteous-anger filled, avenging judge.

However powerful this theme is in
scripture, the movie takes some unwelcome liberties. It moves too
Quickly from the earthly ministry of Jesus to the second coming — and
portrays Jesus as an ignoble and immoral anti-hero which Jesus
decidedly is not in his second coming.

It moves from faith to fear too rapidly. It leaves out God's mercy
balanced in the pursuit of justice. It leaves out God's love and reduces
the Gospel to a legalistic tit-for-tat that is more karma than Gospel. It
leaves the question hanging:

U “How do we live in the between
times?”

U “What do we do while it seems
God is absent?”

U “How do we respond when the ¢
world is falling apart around us, =
and we long for Jesus to return ;
in the guise God has
promised?”

U “What are we supposed to do, longing for God’s long awaited
kingdom to be fully realized?”

The question is unanswered: “How do we live?”



T his particular image of Jesus as avaricious despot is not the
point of the parable — far from it. The point is stated at the end
of the parable. At Jesus’ return:

“For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will
have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even
what they have will be taken away.” [Matthew 25:29]

There is the unwelcomed judgment piece — not using the talents
God has entrusted to us means losing big.

But we intend to use our talents for the work of God's family. How
do we live? Jesus just told us — first in the negative. Not in fear. Not
paralyzed to act like the one talent guy. We might as well bury
everything in the backyard if we give into fear!! And certainly not
chasing after mirages of material wealth and happiness in earthly terms
as the rapacious judge image might suggest.

How do we live? On the
positive side: This parable is
really about discipleship when
God seems far away and the
promised consummation seems
impossibly distant. The point is
to maintain our faithfulness while
we wait. The point is to know
that God is always near even
when our senses say God is not. The point is doing something, taking
risks for our faith — rather than doing nothing, not even trying.

Some commentators think Jesus was engaged here in some form of
social critique. | believe they are mistaken. Although he certainly was
so engaged elsewhere in Matthew, this is not his main point here.
Rather Jesus issues an exhortation for faithful living while we wait for
Jesus’ return.

C onsider Mark, my brother-in-law, who used to work for
Safeway. Mark started right out of High School at the bottom of

the food chain as a sacker and stock boy. He worked hard. He married

Kathleen's sister Eileen and had a young family to support so he
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dedicated himself to the grocery
business. Over the decades, he
worked his way up and through
every department in the Safeway
stores — produce, meat, bakery,
canned goods. He knew the
grocery business from the inside
out and from top to bottom — over the years he did the work of a
manager in every department in the store.

But one thing never happened — he was never officially promoted
nor compensated at the managerial level. Like Woolworth's and its
failure to reward talent based on sexism, good talent at Safeway was
shut out due to nepotism, arrogance and classism. His talent was never
recognized.

Mark finally got the promotion and some of the recognition he so
richly deserves, but he could only find it by switching jobs, by becoming
of all things a prison guard — supervising the prison kitchen. Finally his
talents were recognized, and rewarded and better compensated. Pity he
had to leave one place of employment to find it.

It is like that in God's realm, actions have consequences. Safeway
once was the world’s largest supermarket chain — none came close.
However, for quite a while now that has not been the case. Safeway was
on top in the 60's and 70’s having pioneered the modern grocery
business starting back in 1911. It revolutionized the business changing
it from a mom-and-pop “put it on the tab” credit operation to a pure
cash-and-carry chain store organization. Walmart built on its success.

However, in the 80’s it became vulnerable on account of
management problems — some related to its short-sighted personnel
policies. It suffered a hostile buyout, was split into smaller pieces and
now is a shadow of its former self. Woolworth's ceased to exist. Not
utilizing the talents placed in our care can have disastrous results.



Jesus’ point, and he does have one in
this parable, is not to live in fear, but live in
faith - not devote oneself to mindless
. acquisition but to faithfully live.
¢ Faithfulness is the issue. God is an equal
opportunity employer — talent is talent —

™ gift is gift. Emptying the trash is just as
important as playmg the keyboard.

Faithfulness takes as many forms as there are lives and lifestyles.

A ngelina Grimke grew up in a privileged household in
Charleston, South Carolina before the Civil War. She and her
sister were raised to be refined, cultured Southern upper class ladies
true to the era. This meant remaining totally uninvolved in anything
outside the home. This certainly meant that politics was for men only.

A great change came in Angelina’s life when one Sunday morning
this parable of the talents was read in church. Angelina went home and
sat in her chair for hours thinking to herself: “What have I done with
the talents God has committed to my care?” That was the turning point
in her life. Angelina and her sister became courageous antebellum,
Southern crusaders against slavery and for women'’s rights.*

The simple power of Jesus’
words. Surely the preacher
expected no such response, in fact
he was probably horrified by the
outcome. In fact preachers often
expect too little from God’'s Word!

God’s Word has power —
power to change lives.

How do we live? Jesus told us.
Not in fear.
Not paralyzed to act like
the one talent guy.
Certainly not chasing after mirages of material wealth and
happiness.




Decidedly not ignoring God’s claims on us because
God is absent — away in some distant county taking
up a kingship perhaps.

Rather live faithfully —

Allow God's Word to have power in our lives —
Let our lives be changed by God's Word —
lives changed by this parable —
lives lived to the upmost while waiting for Jesus to return —
lives lived to the max even when it seems God is
absent —
Live open to God —
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