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“Extravagant Opportunity”
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 & Matthew 25:14-30
Whenever I read the parable of the talents, it always annoys me that the slave who hid the one talent he was given and then returned it to his master was severely punished.  “As for this worthless slave,” the master declared, “throw him into outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  (Matthew 25:30)
There are biblical scholars who caution against reading the parable as if it were a factual account.  The parable is an allegory.  As such, the writer of Matthew is attempting to set forth one thing in the image of another.  The story then is not about a master and his slaves but about God’s demands of us if we are to be faithful disciples of Jesus Christ.

But for the moment let me say that even as allegory it still riles me to no end that the slave who hid the one talent he was given was punished.  For me he is the hero of the story, not the other two who doubled the value of what they were given in ways more unsavory than we may want to imagine.  
A talent was a huge amount of money.  It was worth more than fifteen years of wages for a laborer.  That means the slave who was given five talents had 75 years of wages to invest; the slave who was given two talents had 30 years of wages to invest.

Even the slave who was given one talent had a considerable amount of money.  When the slave returned his one talent to his master, it was not as though the master had sustained a major loss of income for himself.  I would say having fifteen years of wages sounds like a pretty good return to me.

I suppose the master may have felt the same way – that he did not sustain a major loss.  What probably bothered him more than anything was the way in which the slave spoke to him.  “I knew you were a harsh man, so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground.”  (Matthew 25:24-25)

The slave was either foolish and naive or honest and courageous.  I would venture to say he was honest and courageous.  
It is likely that the slave with the five talents and the slave with the two talents used their newly acquired wealth to make loans to peasant farmers so that the farmers could plant their crops.  Some biblical scholars say it is also likely that they charged interest rates of 60% and perhaps as high as 200% for loan on crops.  (“The Vulnerability of the Whistle-Blower,” from Parables of Subversive Speech, William R. Herzog II, Westminster John Knox Press, 1994)  In that way both the master and slaves increased their wealth.
The slave with one talent knew that the master reaped where he did not sow and gathered where he did not scatter seed.  The slave with one talent struggled, morally and ethically, with what it would have taken to provide the master with a better return on his money and if it basically meant exploiting the poor, he would have none of it.   
The master and the slaves knew that money was often used as an instrument of exclusion and oppression.  Money was never associated with God’s activity.  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Pentecost 2, 2008, page 90)  When the master accuses the slave with one talent of being “wicked and lazy” such an accusation becomes an indictment of his own wickedness and laziness.  (Matthew 25:26)  
As we think about the parable of the talents and its significance for us today we may wonder why Jesus chose to use the image of the master and slave and money.  Two things are certain.  First, it is likely that those who heard Jesus found the parable controversial and in that sense he captured their attention immediately.
Second, we realize that the story has remained controversial all through the centuries and that it captures our attention even today.  As such we cannot ignore its significance.  If we are to be faithful disciples of Jesus Christ in our own day and time then we must make certain that we invest our lives in demonstrating God's love for the world.  
Therefore, the story is no longer fraught with the difficulties we find ourselves facing as we look at the global financial meltdown that began on Wall Street last month.  The allegory was not told to address the economic realities of the ancient world or our world today.
Instead within the wider context of The Gospel According to Matthew we begin to recognize that the story follows a series of Jesus’ teachings.  When questioned by a lawyer about which commandment in the law was the greatest (Matthew 22:37, 39), Jesus responded by saying, “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
And when he spoke to the crowds and disciples about who among them would be the greatest, Jesus said, “The greatest among you will be your servant.  All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.”  (Matthew 23:11-12)  There’s not much else to say for the master with the three slaves.

Because God has been generous and extravagant with us so we ought to be generous and extravagant with others.  There is in our reading from Matthew a paradoxical saying.  It is written, “For to 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)  The great paradox is this:  The powers that were conferred on the early disciples grow with use and wither away with disuse.  

So it is with us today.  God has entrusted to us the good news of Jesus Christ and conferred upon each of us the power to embrace neighbors and strangers with extravagant acts of compassion and grace.
For too long we have sought to create barriers between ourselves and others.  We have been quick to judge others and slow to see our own shortcomings.  We have drawn lines in the sand about who is in and who is out.

If God’s reign is to come on earth then we must trust in God’s mercy and grace.  
The Rev. Charles Buck, Conference Minister of the Hawai‘i Conference United Church of Christ recently wrote:  “In this time of heightened fear, worry, and anxiety, we need to look out and care for one another.  We can take time to ask one another, and really mean it when we do:  ‘How are you?’  We can be quick to pray and creative about finding ways to comfort the afflicted, heal the hurt, and house the homeless.  We can remind each other how blessed we can be to cherish the things that matter most and last longest, especially relationships we share with one another.”
In reflecting on the global financial crisis he added, “All of us share much of the blame.  It was our greed that led banks to make questionable loans, investment firms to re-package them into complex investment vehicles, and government to go easy on rules and regulations when no one was hurting.”

“And it does not take an expert to see that all of us are hurting now, not just Americans.  In fact, it is painfully evident that we live in a global community linked by a global economy.  We share an interconnectedness that intertwines all our fates.”

How will things turn out?

Buck concludes, “In truth, none of us can predict with certainty how things will turn out.  But if we, as Christians and church communities, continue to do what we’ve always been doing – laying down our lives for our friends, welcoming the stranger in our midst, loving our neighbor as we love God – then that is all the hope we need in any kind of crisis.”  (“All the hope we need,” Charles C. Buck, The Friend, Hawaii Conference – United Church of Christ, Volume 24, Issue 7, November 2008, page 2)
In 1848 John Greenleaf Whittier, an American poet and journalist of Puritan ancestry and Quaker parentage, wrote the lyrics for the hymn “Children of God.”  He was a strong supporter of the abolition of slavery.  Whittier wrote, “Follow with reverent steps the great example of Christ whose holy work was doing good.  So shall the wide earth seem a holy temple, each loving life a psalm of gratitude.” 
As worrisome as the economy is for us today, the investment God demands of us is not an economic one.  It is not about how we invest our money but about how all of us invest our lives in a life of service.  

Amen.
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