Proper 28 Year A 2011

Judges 4:1-7



1 Thessalonians 5:1-11



Matthew 25:14-30


This parable has always puzzled me. I’ve always wondered how is it that God chooses to act this way. At least I did until I realized that I was reading it all wrong. This parable follows hard on the heels of a number of Jesus’ Kingdom parables, the ones which begin, “the Kingdom of God is like…”  But here Jesus doesn’t begin this way. Rather than asking us to consider this parable as a description of the way the Kingdom of God is, it invites us to compare life in our present age to life in God’s kingdom. The master in this parable is not God. The master in this parable stands for all the powers that be in our earthly kingdoms. Understood in this way it suddenly makes a great deal of sense.

For here the wealthy master, about to go away, entrusts his servants, his employees, with his fortune with some vague instructions concerning investing and growing his capital. We get confused by the word talent, automatically equating it with a gift or skill, and often this parable is preached as a stewardship sermon about using, not squandering, gifts and talents as we wait for Christ to come again. That’s good advice under any circumstances, but that’s not how I read this parable.

Instead we need to understand what a talent was in Jesus’ time – a specific sum of money equivalent to fifteen years’ wages. An incredible amount – that invested wisely would yield an incredible return. No wonder the first two servants were praised so highly upon their master’s return. And no wonder for the third servant, who it seems had the master’s number all along, was judgment was so harsh, and he was consigned to the outer darkness.

The operative word here for the master is greed. It is not a word we like. In fact it makes us pretty uncomfortable. Jesus is asking us to compare the reality of this parable with the reality of God’s Kingdom. And the good news is the operative word for God’s Kingdom is justice.

You may be getting tired of me preaching about the Occupy Wall Street movement. Jesus’ disciples might have been getting tired of Jesus preaching about money. But the reality is Jesus taught and preached more about money than any other subject in the gospels. And the reality is for me that I took a vow at ordination to preach the same gospel.

Karl Barth, a well-respected twentieth century theologian, is often quoted as saying a preacher of the gospel must work with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. And I take that very seriously.

Jesus challenges his hearers two thousand years ago, as well as us today, to look at how we live our lives as compared to how we are called to live into the Kingdom of God, and make some fundamental choices. And Jesus gives us some pretty specific tools in which to do this work. We are baptized into the Body of Christ, as Christian followers of Jesus, and gather as the Church, his Church, to hear his gospel, pray, be fed at the altar with his body and blood, all so we can be nourished to go out into the world to do his work.

In an effort to keep our stewardship conversation here at St. Mark’s going year round the vestry has made the commitment to write an article for the Light each month. The December article is by Frank Chauvette. Frank writes that doing church here at St. Mark’s has taught him how to be church outside these walls. As you probably know Frank is a key figure in our monthly free community breakfasts and took the initiative to make a connection with and get teams together to work at the Epiphany Soup Kitchen in Providence. Two clear examples of how to be church in the world.

I have had similar experiences of first doing church inside four walls as a way to enable me to be church outside the same four walls. Occupy Wall Street, and more locally Occupy Providence, is just another way in which I attempt, along with a number of colleagues to be Church in the world. And so this afternoon I will preach the gospel at 2 pm in Burnside Park. Preach this gospel.

This time, in light of this movement, I think folks will have no difficulty hearing Jesus’ inherent message about greed. After all they are protesting about the greed of the one percent that has significant consequences for the ninety-nine of which we all are a part, right? And they will undoubtedly feel quite good about what it is they are doing in light of what Jesus is preaching.

I have heard the income disparity between this one-percent in our country and the rest of us as immoral. There is no doubt in my mind that Jesus does, too. We just have to read all his references to money in the gospels to know that is true.

But there is something else that is true. It’s not that simple, not for most of us. I know that many of the folks who are sitting here this morning are struggling mightily in this economy. Some folks here just might be part of the other one percent – those at the very bottom of the ninety-nine. But we are not being true to the gospel if we don’t recognize another global truth. To the developing world, we in the United States, and in the wealthy European nations, are the one-percent. And I will have to say that as well in Burnside Park this afternoon. That might not sit so well.

I whole-heartedly support this movement for its power to start the conversation about the immoral distribution of wealth throughout the world. I have no doubt that life in God’s Kingdom will not be like this. Instead it will be a place where all have what they need, where there is justice in distribution of all material things. 

What I don’t have are answers for how to live into that life now. God has the answers. My hope is that we begin the conversation, though. Whether it be at coffee hour, at Dunkin Donuts for my generation or Starbuck’s for our younger folk. My hope is that we all begin to consider how each of us can begin to live the life of God’s Kingdom in stark contrast to life in the earthly kingdoms as presented in Jesus’ parable this morning; a life where justice not greed is the operative word.

This is complicated for us. Friday I had an appointment for reflexology, certainly a luxury that I am lucky enough to be able to afford. My reflexologist and I began talking about the gospel, as we often do, and she shared this story with me. A week or so ago she and her husband decided to use a gift certificate they had been given to a nice restaurant downtown. They got a sitter for the kids, got dressed up, and went out to dinner. They both work very hard and this was a real treat. They even got a window seat. Now the restaurant is close enough to Burnside Park that at some point during their dinner someone from the Occupy movement stood outside the window holding a disparaging sign. To which she said, “Really?” 

Because they did go out that night, a chef has a job; a waiter, a bus person, a line cook, a bartender, if they had a drink, all got to work. And so did a lot of other people who have a role to play in the restaurant business. I’ve heard it said that folks with disposable income have a moral obligation to spend their money ensuring others a chance to work. This is complicated.

The tough thing in this parable is that there is no good news. Not here. Not in this particular piece of Matthew’s gospel. There is just a challenge. The hope however is to be found in the verses that immediately follow, the verses we will hear next week, on Christ the King Sunday. For when we embrace Christ as our King all good things are possible. For now we must watch and wait, think and pray, and talk to one another about how after we do church in this most holy place, we can go out and be Church in God’s most wondrous world. 
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