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Putting Our Talents to Good Use


It’s always a little scary to have to preach on a gospel passage which concludes with those terrible words, “there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  Words like that tend to get my attention, and I think that is exactly what Jesus was trying to do when he told the Parable of the Talents.  He was trying to get the attention of his followers because he needed to give them some direction, some important instruction, on what they would need to do once he was gone.


To give some background and context to today’s gospel, Jesus is in Jerusalem.  He is in the final days of his ministry and the final days of his life.  He has warned his followers on at least three occasions that he will be handed over to suffering and death.  He has also told them that he will be raised again, but the gospel leaves us with the impression that among the disciples, these predictions and warnings didn’t really sink in, that they weren’t fully understood or appreciated.


Nevertheless, Jesus has been trying to prepare his followers for what they must do after he is no longer among them.  Through his teaching, through his parables, Jesus has let his followers know that even though he will soon be leaving them, he will come again.


This year our calendar was such that we observed last Sunday as All Saints Sunday.  Consequently, we had special lectionary readings for that particular feast, but if we had heard the regular Pentecost season gospel for last Sunday, we would have heard the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins with its Advent-like theme of be prepared for you never know when the bridegroom, that is the Messiah, is coming.


Today’s Parable of the Talents follows immediately after the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins.  So Jesus has already told his followers that when he is gone, they must always be in a constant state of readiness for his return, for it may come at any time.  Today he gives instruction on what the church must do to be ready for his second coming.  He talks about how to be prepared through this Parable of the Talents.


The Parable is fairly simple.  A talent was a measure of money, and it was no small sum.  It would take an average worker almost twenty years of labor to earn a single talent.


Jesus explained that a man was going away on a journey.  He selected three slaves, three servants, whose abilities he knew well, and he entrusted his holdings to these three servants, each according to his ability.  To one servant he gave five talents, to another two, and to the third servant he gave one talent.  Then the man went away, leaving each servant to manage what he had been given as he saw fit.  


After having been gone for a time, the man returned to his estate, and he summoned the three servants to make an accounting of what they had done with their master’s money.


The servant who had received five talents and the servant who had received two talents had each used the money given to them in such a way as to double it.  Obviously the master was pleased with those two servants, and he praised and rewarded them.


But the third servant had not been so creative.  He had not thought so much about what was in his master’s best interest.  Instead, he had thought only of himself and self-preservation.  He lived in fear of his master’s wrath and was unwilling to take any kind of risk, so he had done nothing.  He buried the talent that was given to him and did not use it. On the day of accounting, this servant simply offered back to his master exactly what he had been given, a single talent, no more and no less.


To say that the master was not pleased with the third servant would be an understatement.  The master called this servant both lazy and worthless.


Today the word “talent” is still well known to us, but not as a measure of money.  We use the word to describe the various skills and abilities with which to some measure, we all have been blessed.  Our modern usage of the word talent comes to us from this very parable, one of the  most familiar parables from Matthew’s gospel.


Obviously the master in the parable, the man who goes away and later returns, is Jesus, the Messiah.  The servants represent the followers of the master, the people who make up the church.  And the talent, the monetary unit of the parable, represents the skill, the ability which God as given us.  But as the parable implies, we have been given these gifts, these talents for a purpose, God’s purpose.


Like everything we have in this world, our talents, our individual gifts, belong to God.  They have been entrusted to us to carry on Christ’s work in the world until he returns.  They have been entrusted to us to do ministry for and in the name of Christ.


We do not all have the same talents, and we do not all have the same level or measure of any particular talent.


The clear message from today’s gospel, however, is that whatever talents we do have, we are to use those talents and to use them wisely.  And whenever the gospel requires it, whenever doing the right thing requires it, we are to take risks for Christ’s sake, just as our Lord himself was a risk taker.  We need not be afraid, we have the Spirit to guide and help us in all that we undertake.  The one thing we cannot do is to do nothing, to waste our talents by looking only after ourselves and neglecting the ministry of Christ, neglecting the needs of those around us.


Fortunately today, as important as this gospel, this Parable of the Talents, is, I feel that I am, as the saying goes, preaching to the choir, because this parish has a long history and tradition of doing ministry in the community and doing it well.


There are so many examples.  Just as our talents are many and varied so does the ministry of the church take many and varied forms.  The one thing that especially comes to mind today is our help with the relief efforts after the storms of last spring.  Although it has now scaled down some, this ministry is still ongoing, and for the size of our church, our degree of participation and leadership in this ministry has been outstanding.  But this is only one example from many, many others that could be given.


This is the sort of thing that Jesus is calling us to do through today’s parable.  Later in this same chapter of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus becomes more specific: feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, tend the sick, give relief to those who are captive.


In short, the mission of the church until our Lord’s return is this:  to love and care for our neighbor, and our neighbor is everyone.  AMEN.
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